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Abstract
 
This thesis explores major influences on adult South Sudanese student participation 
in Australian learning environments. Between 2000 and 2006 Australia’s offshore 
humanitarian program accepted an increasing number of South Sudanese refugees 
(DIAC, 2007). Research related to this new group was minimal at the time of this 
study, and a theoretical framework was generated as a way of exploring the South 
Sudanese students’ everyday participation in cross-cultural learning.  
 
The theoretical framework mainly draws on perspectives from sociocultural theory, 
cultural schema theory, research on expectations in cross-cultural learning, and 
sociological theories of agency. First, sociocultural perspectives provide a way of 
conceptualising students’ participation in cross-cultural learning as ‘here and now’ 
but significantly affected by engagement in past practices. The perspectives, with 
their focus on participation, also allow a conceptualisation of identity as situated in 
students’ experience of themselves in specific practices. This notion of identity was 
used in the study to explore the extent to which students’ past forms of participation 
were changed or negotiated. Next, research on expectations in cross-cultural learning 
and cultural schema theory offer a conceptualisation of how students’ participation 
may have been affected by past experiences. In the study, cultural schemas were 
taken to underpin expectations shared by all of the students, and these cultural 
schemas were positioned as aspects of the students’ identity. Finally, sociological 
theories of agency explore agency as co-regulated, transformative, and generating   ii
both intentional and unintentional outcomes. The dynamics of teacher-student and 
student-student interactions were taken to be a major influence on student 
participation, and these interactions were conceptualised as teacher-student agency. 
The theoretical framework is proposed to be systemic because the influence of 
students’ past practices and the influence of current social interactions interrelate. 
 
The research was designed as an abductive study. Abduction, with its blend of 
induction and deduction, allows a ‘bottom up’ approach where hypotheses are 
formed as much as possible from the data (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). This 
approach allowed observation of everyday classroom practices, and then subsequent 
engagement with theory in order to interpret these practices. Ethnographic 
participant observation was used during initial data collection. Then further 
participant observation, a focus group and semi-structured interviews were used to 
investigate significant emerging themes. Over a nine month period, 36 students and 
10 teachers were observed across three groups and learning environments: a 
women’s community group, a university group, and a technical college group. 25 
students and 11 teachers were interviewed. 
 
The findings reveal that students had firm expectations in terms of displaying 
deference to the teacher, receiving very close monitoring from the teacher for both 
learning and behaviour, and competing against other students. The first expectation 
was found to apply across the learning environments, while the second two were 
found to apply only in formal learning environments. Teachers’ expectations were 
found to vary according to the learning environment. When there was a lack of   iii
congruence between students’ and teachers’ expectations, students appeared to differ 
in their attachment to cultural schemas proposed to underlie their expectations. The 
findings also reveal that students had a strong cultural schema of interdependence 
which was negotiated differently depending on the student, and depending on the 
incentive provided by the learning environment. Furthermore, the findings reveal that 
teachers and students were able to modify teaching and learning practices to differing 
degrees according to the learning environments, and the opportunity to modify 
teaching and learning practices did not always lead to desired learning outcomes.  
 
This research provides insight into the everyday participation of adult South 
Sudanese students across different Australian learning environments. The 
relationship between students’ past experiences and current social interactions with 
teachers and other students is highlighted through the systemic approach of the 
study. The research also provides a theoretical framework which may have 
applications in teacher education in the field of cross-cultural learning. 
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                                                      Chapter One
                                                       Introduction
 
Research on student participation in cross-cultural learning environments is highly 
relevant in an Australian context. Given Australia’s history of migration (Jupp, 2003; 
Chiswick and Miller, 2006), participation in Australian learning environments has 
been a cross-cultural experience for a large number of students. During most of the 
last century, the cross-cultural nature of the experience was minimised by the 
Government’s selection of British migrants and European migrants and refugees to 
be admitted to Australia. However, since 1972, Australia has been accepting non-
European migrants and refugees for resettlement from regions such as Asia, Latin 
America, the Middle East and, more recently, Africa (Jupp, 2003).  
 
As a result of the changes to Australia’s migration policies, the variety of cultural 
backgrounds of migrants to Australia has become an increasingly significant issue 
for the Australian Government. The Government provides educational services for 
migrants and refugees to assist in their acculturation (DIAC, 2007), and this aim to 
acculturate the migrants and refugees indicates the relevance of understanding 
migrant and refugee student participation. Teachers’ awareness of how student 
participation in learning is influenced by students’ past experiences in a very 
different cultural environment, and how participation is influenced by student-
teacher and student-student interactions in the Australian classroom may allow 
teachers to facilitate the process of acculturation more effectively.    3
This introductory chapter gives an overview of research conducted on major 
influences on adult student participation in cross-cultural learning environments. 
Background to the research is also provided. The study focuses on adult South 
Sudanese students in Australia, and this context, given in more detail later in the 
thesis, is outlined. Reasons behind undertaking the research, the profile of the 
researcher and the objectives of the study are then addressed. Next, an overview of 
the theoretical model which frames the research is given, followed by the main 
features and the significance of the research. The structure of the thesis concludes the 
chapter.  
 
ADULT SOUTH SUDANESE STUDENTS IN AUSTRALIA 
The present study focuses on adult South Sudanese students studying in Australian 
learning environments. As a result of Australia’s focus on the African region in terms 
of acceptance of refugees (DIAC, 2007), the number of Sudanese refugees in 
Australia was increasing
1. In 2005 there were approximately 6000 Sudanese refugees 
in Australia (DIMIA, 2005), and another 3726 refugees from Sudan arrived in 2005-
06 (DIAC, 2007). The majority of these humanitarian entrants were from South 
Sudan, although Darfur became an increasing priority. All of the students who 
participated in the present study entered Australia as refugees and were in the 
beginning stages of cross-cultural adjustment, having been in Australia for five years 
or less. Differences between the students’ cultural background and the culture of the 
dominant Anglo-Saxon group in Australia were found to be substantial, and cultural 
                                                 
1 The refugee intake from the African region has been decreasing since 2005. However, the 
intake increased substantially between 1999 and 2005. This is discussed in Chapter Four.   4
differences were exacerbated by language issues and also visible difference for these 
students – Australia does not have a substantial history of African migration (Jupp, 
2003). Further differences may have been related to the refugee experience of 
escaping from armed conflict and civil disorder and the accompanying issues of 
trauma, depression and previously limited health care.  
 
Similarly to other migrants and former refugees, adult South Sudanese students had 
access to different learning environments in Australia. Three main learning 
environments to which they had access were the adult learning environments 
investigated in the present study: Technical and Further Education (TAFE) technical 
colleges, universities and community groups. The Adult Migrant English Program, 
(AMEP) frequently offered through TAFE colleges, was a service provided by the 
Federal Government to all migrants and refugees. The community groups were 
voluntary groups often initiated specifically to assist refugees settle in Australia. 
Finally, students also had access to mainstream learning environments, such as 
universities, provided that they met the entrance requirements. 
 
REASONS FOR UNDERTAKING THE RESEARCH 
This research was undertaken in order to reflect on how to teach adult South 
Sudanese students in Australia more effectively. These students were members of a 
new refugee group to Australia, and Government service providers assisting in the 
acculturation of migrants and former refugees were in the process of adjusting to the 
experiences and differences in cultural background salient in refugees from the 
African region in general. Government services directed at refugees generally lasted   5
less than one year (DIAC, 2007), and then services were provided to the former 
refugees by mainstream service providers. However, mainstream service providers, 
not trained to address cultural, educational and health issues divergent from the 
‘normal’ range in Australian society, were found to be referring South Sudanese 
cases to other mainstream services which in turn were referring them back or 
onwards
2. Further, difficulties experienced by service providers were reflected at the 
Federal level. The former Minister for Immigration, Kevin Andrews, cited cultural 
and educational issues as particular reasons for the decrease in numbers of African 
refugees accepted for resettlement in Australia (Andrews, 2007). 
 
Therefore, this research was undertaken on the assumption that the South Sudanese 
students brought with them diverse experiences of learning which were often not 
fully understood by their Australian teachers. The primary motivation to undertake 
this research was to address this potential gap in knowledge by investigating the 
complexities of adult South Sudanese students’ participation in Australian learning 
environments. This was also seen to include an investigation of the opportunity for 
change because the learning environments were seen as an influential factor in the 
students’ participation. 
 
 
 
                                                 
2  This was evident from discussions with many service providers. Brown, Miller and 
Mitchell (2006) also state that practioners, along with others involved in the resettlement of 
South Sudanese refugees, are still in the initial stages of learning how to respond to the 
specific difficulties confronted by this group.   6
PROFILE OF THE RESEARCHER 
The reasons for undertaking the research were directly linked to the researcher’s 
experience of teaching English and study skills to migrants and former refugees at a 
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) College. Her experience of teaching 
English across cultures in Australia, Japan, the United Kingdom and Spain included 
five years of teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) to adult migrants and 
former refugees in Western Australia. It was this experience which led to the present 
study. In these ESL classes at TAFE, the needs of the South Sudanese students began 
to draw the researcher’s attention. She became sensitive to the gaps in her own 
knowledge regarding how differences related to cultural background were affecting 
the students’ participation. 
 
Therefore, the researcher’s experiences at TAFE informed the research in that 
reflections and observations on South Sudanese student participation had already 
begun before the more formal fieldwork started. These experiences are recognised in 
the study: Although fieldwork was conducted across a TAFE technical college, a 
university group and a community group, more time was spent collecting data from 
students in the community and university groups. This decision was made because 
data gained from the TAFE group could be cross-referenced with previous 
reflections and observations conducted while the researcher held her teaching 
position at TAFE. 
 
 
   7
THE OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
  The main objective of the study was to develop a systemic approach to the 
investigation of student participation in cross-cultural learning. Developing a 
systemic approach was understood to be more relevant than a detailed study on one 
dimension of South Sudanese student participation, given the limited research in the 
field. A systemic, approach was conceptualised as a way of identifying major 
influences on participation and the ways the major influences may interrelate. Each 
of the sources of influence examined in the present study is understood to be worthy 
of further research.  
 
This approach was still seen to be a study operating at a micro rather than a macro 
level, however. For example, global migration movements fuel the relevance of 
cross-cultural education, and this relevance is reflected in the literature at the macro 
level. General research on cross-cultural perspectives in education allows ‘big-
picture’ comparisons between countries by discussing such issues as historical 
precedents and government policies, and the research is not restricted to Western 
countries, such as Australia and the United States (e.g., McInerney and McInerney, 
2003; Vedder and Horenczyk, 2006), but includes other countries with a history of 
diversity, such as Nigeria (e.g., Michael and Michael, 1998) and Malaysia (e.g. 
Gaudart, 1998). However, these macro level studies do not focus on students’ 
everyday participation in cross-cultural learning. 
 
The present study examines influences on South Sudanese students’ everyday 
participation in adult Australian classrooms. Although comparisons have been made   8
at this ‘everyday’ level between the ways students learn in different cultures, there 
appears to be a strong focus on comparisons between Asian and Western students 
(e.g., Markus and Kitayama, 1991; Leung, 2003; Heine, 2003). In cross-
cultural/cultural educational psychology less of a focus on comparisons between 
African and Western students’ participation in learning is evident, and the present 
study attempted to address this lack of focus.  
 
As well as examining issues related to cultural difference, the study investigates the 
influence of teacher-student and student-student social interactions on South 
Sudanese student participation in their cross-cultural learning environment. In the 
literature on cross-cultural/cultural psychology mentioned above, cultural difference 
is emphasised to a much greater extent than changes resulting from cross-cultural 
social interaction. The influence of this cross-cultural social interaction was a focus 
of the present research. 
 
Finally, the study explores major influences on adult South Sudanese students’ 
participation in Australian learning environments. This relates to the reason for 
undertaking the study mentioned earlier: to reflect on how to teach South Sudanese 
students more effectively. The approach taken was to begin with fieldwork, and then 
to engage with different theories in order to make sense of emerging themes in the 
data. The study uses theory to help explain and further reflect on practice. South 
Sudanese student participation in adult Australian learning environments is not seen 
to be a case study to ‘prove’ a particular theoretical model: The theoretical model   9
developed in the study is an interpretative framework for themes which arose during 
data collection and analysis. An outline of the model is given in the next section. 
 
OVERVIEW OF THEORETICAL MODEL USED IN THE STUDY 
At the time this study was conducted, it appeared that little research had been done in 
the area of adult African student participation in Western cross-cultural learning 
environments in general. Therefore, a model was generated in order to interpret the 
data in the study. Different theoretical perspectives, which helped to frame research 
on adult South Sudanese students participating in Australian learning environments, 
were adapted and synthesised into the model. The model was formulated and refined 
during data collection and analysis.  
 
The model is referred to as ‘a systemic model of student participation in cross-
cultural learning environments’. Student participation was conceptualised according 
to Wenger’s (1998) sociocultural perspective on participation. Sociocultural theories 
attach theoretical primacy to the social world (Walker, in press), and this focus on 
the social world can include a temporal quality. For Wenger, past engagement and 
present engagement are both included in his conceptualisation of participation 
because past engagement is ‘carried’ inside the head to influence present 
engagement. Therefore, participation is ‘here and now’ but is influenced by students’ 
participation in past practices. This understanding of participation underpins the 
model.  
   10
In the model, the notion of identity is used to explore the influence of past 
engagement on participation in cross-cultural learning, and teacher-student agency is 
used to explore the influence of teachers and students acting on opportunities in the 
learning environment. According to Wenger’s (1998) argument, identity is situated 
in students’ experiences of themselves in particular practices, as well as in the way 
they reify themselves and are reified by others. Identity in the present study refers to 
the students’ experience of themselves in particular practices, and is therefore 
conceptualised as identity-in-practice. Identity is not drawn from theories of social 
identity, and does not refer to self-categorization theory (e.g., Turner et al., 1987; 
Turner and Onorato, 1999) nor self-concept arising from group membership (Tajfel, 
1982), but rather refers to who students are in terms of their participation in 
practices. Furthermore, teacher-student agency was conceptualised, according to 
Giddens’ (1979) theory of agency, as the dynamics of teacher-student and student-
student interactions. These interactions are both co-regulated and transformative 
(ibid.). In the model, the outcomes of these interactions are assumed to influence 
student participation. 
 
Interrelated sources of influence on participation in cross-cultural learning are 
assumed to be cross-cultural, cultural and social. The concept of identity-in-practice 
is linked to the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence, and the concept of 
teacher-student agency is linked to the social source of influence.  Theories from 
selected theorists working from different psychological and sociological perspectives 
were used to conceptualise the three sources of influence. Theorists were selected   11
according to the way their specific theories and approaches were able to frame and 
make sense of emerging themes in the data.  
 
The sources of influence on student participation are adapted from the perspective of 
another sociocultural theorist. McCaslin (in press) theorises personal, cultural and 
social sources of influence on emergent identity. McCaslin views identity as 
emerging through student participation. Because identity is situated in participation 
in the present study, her sources of influence on emergent identity were assumed to 
apply to participation. McCaslin argues that the sources of influence interrelate, and 
this idea is also adopted. However, the personal source of influence is replaced with 
a cross-cultural source of influence in order to focus on the cross-cultural nature of 
the learning environment. 
 
A cross-cultural source of influence is inferred through expectations. This relates to 
Volet’s (1999) person-in-context approach to cross-cultural learning transfer. Volet 
argues that the degree of congruence between teachers and students’ expectations 
influences learning transfer in cross-cultural learning environments. She considers 
students’ expectations to be indicative of their participation. A source of influence in 
the model is assumed to be cross-cultural due to a focus on the degree of congruence 
between students and teachers’ expectations. In addition, expectations are assumed to 
relate to cultural schemas formed during participation in past learning environments. 
D’Andrade’s (1987, 1995) perspective on cultural schemas is used in the study, and 
he views expectations to be linked to cultural schemas. He defines cultural schemas 
as ‘mental recognition devices’ that are shared among members of a particular group   12
and used to interpret the social world. Cultural schemas are conceptualised in the 
model as aspects of the students’ identity-in-practice: as the way in which students’ 
participation in past learning practices influences present participation in the cross-
cultural learning environment. 
 
Next, a cultural source of influence on participation is inferred through students’ 
cultural schema of self construal. This relates to perspectives taken from cultural and 
cross-cultural psychology, and also relates to a salient theme to emerge during data 
collection. During data collection students were found to demonstrate a strong focus 
on relationships. In cultural and cross-cultural psychology this focus has been linked 
to self construal. Markus and Kitayama (1991) in particular theorise independent and 
interdependent self construal as two fundamental ways individuals understand 
themselves. An independent self construal is an understanding of oneself as 
autonomous and separate from others, and an interdependent self construal is an 
understanding of oneself in relation to others. A focus on relationships is congruent 
with an interdependent self construal (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, 2003). Markus 
and Kitayama view the two types of self construal as fundamental cultural schemas. 
In the systemic model the cultural schema of self construal is assumed to be an 
aspect of students’ identity-in-practice which is resistant to change. It is therefore 
examined in the cultural rather than cross-cultural source of influence. 
 
Finally, a social source of influence on participation is inferred through opportunities 
generated in the learning environment. A conceptualisation of opportunities is taken 
from Rubinstein’s (2001) sociological perspective. He views opportunities to be   13
synonymous with Gibson’s (1977) definition of affordances, or the relationship 
between the environment and an individual. The environment ‘provides’ something 
to an individual, and the affordance therefore lies in the relationship between the 
environment and the individual. In the model, opportunities are assumed to influence 
participation through teacher-student agency. This assumption is mainly derived 
from Giddens’ (1979) sociological perspective. Giddens explores agency by 
theorising power relations between actors as two-way, but not necessarily equal. One 
actor may have more ‘power’ to transform outcomes than another. In the present 
study, outcomes of opportunities and subsequent teacher-student agency are 
conceptualised to be modified teaching and learning practices. 
 
In sum, the model was developed from specific theoretical perspectives, and was 
informed by significant themes to emerge during data collection. It was 
conceptualised as a systemic model of student participation in cross-cultural learning 
environments. The three sources of influence in this model are cross-cultural, 
cultural and social. A conceptualisation of identity-in-practice underpins the cross-
cultural and cultural sources of influence and a conceptualisation of teacher-student 
agency underpins the social source of influence. The three sources of influence are 
conceptualised to interrelate. Background on the theoretical perspectives used to 
formulate and refine the model is given in Chapter Three. The model is further 
discussed and presented as a diagram in Chapter Four.   
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FEATURES OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN 
The research design was primarily informed by the limited amount of research in the 
area of adult South Sudanese student participation in Australian learning 
environments. The study was designed to allow emerging themes in the data to help 
generate a theoretical model that could then be used to interpret the data
3. The two 
main features of the research design chosen to facilitate this process were the use of 
qualitative methods and conducting the research across three groups and learning 
environments. Both of these features are discussed in Chapter Five. 
 
First, the qualitative research methods used in the study were ethnographic 
participant observation, interviews and a focus group. These methods facilitate an 
interpretive research process (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005) and allow for a complex 
study on human experiences in a social context (e.g., Marshall and Rossman, 1989; 
Corti and Thompson, 2004). These methods were used because they were compatible 
with the predominantly inductive approach of the research
4. The model, adapted 
from McCaslin’s (in press) model on emergent identity, was used to interpret the 
findings after themes emerged in the data, and there was no hypothesis in the initial 
stages of the research. However, the study was not completely inductive given the 
researcher’s past experience of teaching South Sudanese refugees at a TAFE 
technical college. In addition, the research was considered to be deductive because 
                                                 
3 The theoretical perspectives outlined in the previous section were used once themes began 
to emerge in the data. The way that emerging themes informed which theoretical 
perspectives were used to generate the model is discussed in Chapters Three, Four and Five. 
 
4 The notion that qualitative methods are relevant to studies which are both inductive and 
deductive is taken from Liamputtong and Ezzy’s (2005) discussion on the use of qualitative 
methods. This point is addressed in Chapter Five.    15
hypotheses were developed from themes emerging during ethnographic participant 
observations and the focus group, and then ‘tested’ with further observations and 
also interviews. The theoretical perspectives outlined in the previous section also 
helped the researcher engage with and further explore emerging themes, and 
therefore informed subsequent observations. 
 
Another two reasons lay behind the use of qualitative methods. First, the interaction 
between researcher and researched is acknowledged in qualitative methodology 
(Marshall and Rossman, 1989), and the contextualisation of experience and action is 
emphasised (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005). The research was begun as a direct result 
of the researcher’s experiences as a teacher at a TAFE technical college. The 
qualitative methods were used because the researcher had the opportunity to 
participate in and observe different learning environments due to her position as a 
teacher. Qualitative methods were assumed to be useful because issues of researcher-
researched interaction, as well as contextualisation, could be addressed using these 
methods. Second, due to systemic differences in the learning environments, it was 
problematic to compare data across learning environments statistically. Qualitative 
methodology was assumed to allow an analysis of patterns arising from detailed 
description. This relates to Geertz’ (1973) idea that detailed description is possible in 
an ethnographic study. 
 
Finally, conducting the research across three groups and learning environments was 
another feature of the study which related to the lack of research in the area of South 
Sudanese student participation in Australian learning environments. The decision to   16
design the research in this way was initially made to explore similarities in students’ 
participation across the environments. In addition, an emerging theme during 
informal observations was that the organisation of different learning environments 
and subsequent teacher-student interactions were a significant influence on student 
participation. The three groups included in the study were a women’s community 
group, a TAFE technical college group, and a university group. The corresponding 
learning environments were examples of main educational opportunities available to 
former refugees recently arrived in Australia, and this is discussed in the next 
chapter.  
 
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH 
The main contribution of this research is considered to be the formulation of a 
systemic approach to the investigation of student participation in cross-cultural 
learning environments. Influences on student participation were found to be complex 
and interrelated. In the theoretical model developed during the study, an attempt is 
made to engage with this complexity. The model interprets findings in terms of 
identity-in-practice identified as underpinning students’ expectations and also their 
negotiation of a cultural schema of interdependent self construal. In addition, the 
model interprets findings in terms of opportunities and teacher-student agency in the 
modification of teaching and learning practices across the learning environments. 
These cross-cultural, cultural and social influences are all inferred through students’ 
observed forms of participation, and through students’ and teachers’ accounts of 
students’ past and present forms of participation. The tensions and connections   17
between the influences were also explored using the systemic approach developed 
during the study. 
 
Further, the research has the potential to contribute to the practical work of cross-
cultural education. It provides a theoretical framework for training teachers how to 
facilitate student participation in a cross-cultural learning environment. More 
specifically, the theoretical framework could be used to develop a cross-cultural 
module in a teacher training program aimed at adult learning. It could also be used to 
promote teacher reflection in general, and particularly in relation to adult South 
Sudanese students in Australia. The study offers insights into South Sudanese 
participation in Australian learning environments, and teachers’ influence on student 
participation is central to the study. This may raise teachers’ awareness of their own 
role in students’ forms of participation, or non-participation, in the classroom, and 
may also facilitate the development of programs designed to assist in the educational 
adjustment of South Sudanese students.  
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¾  Discusses ethics issues 
 
Part 2: Findings of the Study 
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student roles 
¾  Examines ways in which the degree of congruence between students’ 
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students’ identity-in-practice 
Chapter 7  ¾  Addresses the cultural source of influence in the theoretical model 
¾  Discusses how the students demonstrated an interdependent self 
construal through a strong focus on relationships 
¾  Examines how interdependent self construal as an aspect of students’ 
identity-in-practice influenced their participation 
Chapter 8  ¾  Addresses the social source of influence in the theoretical model 
¾  Examines ways in which teachers and students act on opportunities 
generated in the learning environment to modify teaching-learning 
practices 
¾  Examines how modified and (un)modified teaching-learning practices 
arising from opportunities and teacher-student agency influenced student 
participation 
 
Part 3: Discussion of the Findings 
 
Chapter 9  ¾  Gives a summary and discussion of the results 
¾  Evaluates the theoretical model used to interpret the study 
¾  Discusses methodological limitations of the study 
¾  Discusses future research directions and implications for teachers   19
                                                          Chapter Two
        From South Sudan to Australia 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide background on South Sudanese 
participation in adult Australian learning environments. All the student 
participants in the study entered Australia as refugees from South Sudan within 
five years of the study being conducted, and the chapter provides background 
with respect to this common experience.  
 
In order to situate the research, the broad context of refugee migration to 
Australia is given first. This context is described in order to outline possible 
political reasons why the Australian Government’s accepted these students’ 
application for resettlement, and why the students subsequently found themselves 
in Australia. Background specific to South Sudanese former refugees is then 
provided in order to contextualise the students’ flight from South Sudan, and the 
diversity in the South Sudanese group. Next, resettlement issues the students 
faced as former refugees and the way the Government addressed these issues are 
described. These issues are outlined because they provide context for students’ 
interactions with the researcher and other teachers in the learning environments, 
and vice versa. Finally, educational opportunities available to former refugees in 
Australia are discussed as these opportunities correspond with the learning 
environments examined in the study.   
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The chapter is divided into four main sections. In the first section refugee 
migration to Australia is addressed. In the second section the context of Sudan 
and the country or countries in which South Sudanese refugees to Australia first 
sought asylum is discussed. In the third section, resettlement issues faced by 
former refugees and ways in which the government deals with these issues are 
outlined. In the fourth section, educational opportunities for refugees resettled in 
Australia are addressed.  
 
REFUGEE MIGRATION TO AUSTRALIA 
The migration of South Sudanese former refugees to Australia can be understood 
in terms of migration to Australia in general. A salient aspect of Australia’s 
migration history is the issue of immigrant selection in Australian immigration 
policies and this is outlined first. Historic trends in refugee migration, refugee 
policy current to 2007 are then briefly addressed in order to contextualize broadly 
the Australian Government’s acceptance of the resettlement of South Sudanese 
refugees
1. 
 
Immigrant Selection 
Since 1788 Australia has had an ongoing migration history, and could therefore 
be termed “an immigrant society” (Jupp, 2003, p.5) or “land of immigrants” 
(Chiswick and Miller, 2006, p.3). Because Australia is an island continent, 
immigrant selection has been easier for policy makers to control than in countries 
which have land borders, such as the United States or countries in the European 
                                                 
1 This section aims to give a very broad overview of patterns in Australia’s history of 
migration as they are relevant to South Sudanese refugee migration in particular. In 
depth analysis of the reasons behind migration patterns falls outside the scope of this 
study.   21
Union, where neighbouring countries may have differing policies (Chiswick and 
Miller, 2006). Jupp (2003, p.6) views immigrant selection as central to Australian 
migration history. He claims that the last 150 years of migration are grounded in 
three basic precepts: “the maintenance of British hegemony and ‘white’ 
domination; the strengthening of Australia economically and militarily by 
selective mass migration; and the state control of these processes”. Although the 
first and second of these precepts are becoming less of a priority, state control of 
migration processes still remains, albeit alongside “notions of free markets and 
personal initiative” (ibid., p.6). Illegal migration to Australia does occur, but not 
on a scale large enough to challenge Australia’s national immigration policy 
(Chiswick and Miller, 2006). Therefore, refugee migration, along with other 
migration to Australia, has, for the most part, been organized and controlled by 
policy makers, and this control continues (Jupp, 2003).  
 
Historic Trends in Refugee Migration 
Australian refugee migration policy takes as its frame of reference an accepted 
definition of ‘refugee’. The definition of refugee is derived from the United 
Nations Convention of 1951 and the 1967 Protocol. An individual is considered 
to fall under the category of refugee if they have fled from their country as a 
result of persecution regarding, race, religion, nationality or membership of a 
social group but, more importantly for resettlement, if there is also “an immediate 
or long term threat of refoulement to the country of origin or expulsion to another 
country from where the refugee may be refouled, threat of arbitrary arrest, 
detention or imprisonment, or threat to physical safety or human rights in the 
country of refuge rendering asylum untenable” (UNHCR, 2004, p.5).     22
 
Australia began accepting refugees in 1947, and received 260 000 refugees and 
“displaced persons” between 1947 and 1972 (Jupp, 2003). Until 1952 the 
refugees and displaced persons were people in central European concentration 
camps, and then later were individuals escaping from communist regimes (ibid.). 
European refugees conformed to Australia’s White Australia Policy, or the 
maintenance of ‘white’ domination, and were also resettled because their anti-
communist stance found favour in Australia (ibid.). From 1972, in a move away 
from the White Australia Policy, Australia began accepting non-European 
refugees and 320 000 refugees were resettled between 1972 and 2002 (Jupp, 
2003). These refugees included Asians, Latin Americans, and people from the 
Middle East, but few were taken from Africa or Pakistan, two major ‘reservoirs’ 
of refugees, during this time (ibid.). Reasons for accepting refugees still included 
escaping from communist regimes, but expanded to include escaping from civil 
disorder and dictatorship (ibid.). 
 
Nevertheless, according to Jupp (2003), the real reasons Australia has historically 
taken refugees are only indirectly linked to charity. The four reasons he cites 
Australia as accepting refugees are:  
 
Because it adheres to the United Nations Convention of 1951 and the 
Protocol of 1967; because it needs a co-operative image in the ‘world 
community’; because refugees are often young and active and constitute a 
useful addition to the workforce and population; and because some   23
religious and ethnic groups in Australia want relief for their compatriots 
suffering overseas (2003, p.182).  
 
The Government “planning level” for numbers of refugees generally remains 
around 12000, and 4000 of these usually constitute UN Convention refugees 
(Jupp, 2003). The remaining 8000 usually constitute members of the Special 
Humanitarian Program, which allows for family migration (DIAC, 2007). 
 
Refugee Migration Policy Current to 2007 
In 2007, refugee migration policy in Australia was still following the trend of 
accepting many non-European refugees to be resettled in Australia, but the 
resettlement program was in the process of changing its regional focus. As shown 
on Table 1, the number of refugees accepted from the Middle East and South 
West Asia, as well as Asia, steadily rose between 1999 and 2006. The number of 
refugees from Africa who were resettled in Australia also rose significantly
2, 
although the 2005-06 intake showed a decrease in numbers. The Sudanese 
comprised the greatest number of refugees from the African region to Australia, 
and from 2004 to 2006 comprised the greatest number of refugees of any country 
(DIAC, 2007). Table 2 gives the top ten countries of birth for offshore visa grants 
for 2005-2006. 
 
However, there are plans to decrease the number of Sudanese and other African 
refugees accepted for resettlement in 2007-08. In 2004-05 70% of all grants in  
 
                                                 
2 Before 2000 the number of refugees accepted from Africa was negligible (Jupp, 2003).   24
Table 1: Offshore Resettlement Programme, Grants by Region, 
1999-00 to 2005-06 – Omitted  
                                                  
(Fact Sheet 60. Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Programme, Dept. of 
Immigration and Citizenship, 2007) 
 
the offshore resettlement program were allocated to Africans (DIAC, 2007). In 
2005-06, this percentage was reduced to 55.65%, and the outgoing immigration 
minister for the Liberal Party, Kevin Andrews, announced that this percentage 
would be further reduced to 30% due to resettlement issues he associated with 
Sudanese refugees in particular. He cited cultural difference and low levels of 
education as the main impediments for this refugee group (Andrews, 2007). 
Andrews further argued that enhanced settlement services were required to meet 
the groups’ resettlement needs, and challenges should be met with respect to the 
African refugees already in Australia before admitting more refugees from the 
African region (ibid.). This argument may be related to Jupp’s (2003) third 
reason for Australia’s acceptance of refugees mentioned earlier: refugees are 
expected to constitute a useful addition to the workforce and population. The 
resettlement issues faced by refugees to Australia and the Australian 
Government’s corresponding service provision discussed later in this chapter. 
 
Table 2: Offshore Visa Grants by Top Ten Countries of Birth (2005-06) – 
Omitted  
                                                   
  (Fact Sheet 60. Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Programme. Dept. of 
Immigration and Citizenship, 2007) 
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SUDAN AND THE FIRST COUNTRY OF ASYLUM 
All of the student participants in the present study entered Australia as refugees 
from South Sudan. This section addresses the broad socio-political context of the 
South Sudanese refugee experience, both before becoming a refugee and in the 
first country or countries of asylum. The socio-political context includes the 
historical context of the refugees’ flight from Sudan, pathways out of Sudan, and 
the ethnicity of the students involved in the study. An overview of the history of 
Sudan is given first, followed by the country/countries of asylum and educational 
opportunities. A discussion on the people of South Sudan concludes the section.  
 
Overview of the History of Sudan 
Sudan, located in the Horn of Africa, is the largest African nation and covers 2 
505 810 square kilometers. It is also one of the world’s poorest nations, 
especially in the south (VFST, 2005). It has been the site of a civil war waged 
between the Islamic Arabic-speaking members of government and the black 
African tribes of the south since Sudan’s independence from Britain and Egypt in 
1956 (Leonardi, 2007; Sharkey, 2007).  
 
At the heart of this conflict is the historically divided nature of Sudan. The area 
consisted of small kingdoms until 1820-21 when the Egyptians were able to 
conquer the northern regions of the country. However, the ethnic groups of the 
Suud remained fragmented, and contact with the Moslem north predominantly 
occurred through Arab slave raids (Leonardi, 2007). A successful nationalist 
uprising led by a religious leader who named himself the Mahdi, or ‘Expected 
One’, occurred in 1881, but was controlled by an Anglo-Egyptian force in 1899.   26
Sudan was then to be administered jointly by these two countries but, in reality, 
the British took responsibility for the country’s policies and supplied the higher-
level administration (Sharkey, 2007). They abolished the slave trade and pursued 
a protectionist policy towards the ethnic groups of south Sudan for the next 50 
years (Deng, 1974). When independence was achieved, uniting the north and 
south of Sudan remained a challenge.    
 
After decolonisation in 1956, the Sudanese Government attempted to unite the 
north and south by changing three British policies in particular (Sharkey, 2007). 
The first British policy required Northerners to obtain a permit to enter Southern 
districts, the second policy recognized six languages (Dinka, Nuer, Shilluk, Bari, 
Latuko, and Zande) as languages of instruction during primary education, as well 
as English, and the third policy gave Christian missionary organizations 
responsibility for education and the development of schools (ibid.). The new 
Government in Khartoum declared the official language of Sudan to be Arabic 
and Islam to be the official religion and, as a way of dismantling the British 
policies, aimed to introduce Arabic into all South Sudanese schools as the only 
language of instruction. However, this proved to be difficult to implement since 
none of the teachers in South Sudan spoke Arabic (ibid.). Writing South 
Sudanese languages in Arabic script was adopted as a first step towards 
addressing this problem (ibid.), but Arabization policies such as these 
exacerbated the conflict between the Government and various ethnic groups of 
South Sudan (ibid.). 
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Also, one of the direct causes of the conflict, especially from 1983, was the 
government’s desire to create an Islamic state. There was a break in fighting for 
ten years – from 1972 to 1982 – due to the fact that the south was granted a 
degree of autonomy during this period (Sharkey, 2007) and, consequently, 
statistics on the conflict are taken from 1983 onwards. In 1983 Nimeri, the 
President of Sudan at that time, decided that the penal code would be taken from 
Islamic (Shari’a) law and would be applied to both Moslems and non-Moslems 
(ibid.). The presence of oil in the south of Sudan also exacerbated the fighting; a 
pipeline leading from the oilfields in the Muglad Basin to the Red Sea was 
completed in 1999, and significantly increased government profits (Sharkey, 
2004). A considerable proportion of this money was used to fund a military 
campaign in the area around the oilfields (ibid.).  
 
The ongoing conflict in Sudan was devastating for the south. Since 1983, two 
million people were thought to have died in the conflict (VFST, 2005), and four 
million internally displaced (UNHCR, 2006). In October 2005, 358 197 
registered Sudanese were living in camps in countries neighbouring Sudan 
(UNHCR, 2006). The Sudanese People’s Liberation Movement/Army 
(SPLM/A), the mainly Dinka Sudanese rebel force, were also instrumental in 
increasing the numbers of displaced people through atrocities committed during 
the fighting (Merkx, 2000)
3. Adolescents in particular were targeted, forced by 
rebel militia to become soldiers (VFST, 2005). Also, what little infrastructure and 
services previously existed were destroyed, including schools and health clinics. 
                                                 
3 The number of people cited here does not include the number affected by the conflict 
which broke out in Darfur, in western Sudan, in 2003.   28
Recurrent droughts and famine exacerbated the problems, and communities were 
also affected by death and waves of displacement (ibid.).  
 
The civil war, waged since 1983, formally ended when the Government of 
Sudan, headed by the current President Omar Hassan al-Bashir, and the Sudanese 
People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A) signed a Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement (CPA) on 9 January 2005. Dr. John Gorang, the former leader of the 
SPLA, was elected Vice-President of the Republic of Sudan and the President of 
South Sudan, but was killed in a helicopter crash only a few weeks later 
(Sharkey, 2007). This was met with suspicion and riots broke out in major cities 
in Sudan. The SPLM/A rapidly appointed a former Vice-President of southern 
Sudan, Salva Kiir, to replace Gorang, and Juba became the new capital of South 
Sudan (UNHCR, 2005). This led to large numbers of Sudanese refugees 
returning to South Sudan (UNHCR, 2006).  
 
Country of Asylum and Education 
As mentioned above, the civil war in Sudan produced many thousands of South 
Sudanese refugees. Circumstances remained difficult for those who were 
displaced and access to education varied. The South Sudanese refugees who were 
resettled in Australia mainly went to Uganda, Egypt, and Kenya where they were 
able to seek UNHCR protection (UNHCR 2005). The majority remained in a 
country of asylum for many years before being resettled, and some of the 
younger refugees fled Sudan as small children. As refugees, the younger refugees 
in particular were still extremely vulnerable to forced military recruitment by 
rebel groups, especially in Uganda (VFST, 2005). In refugee camps in Uganda   29
and Kenya, aid agencies tried to encourage students to attend what schools 
existed by organizing initiatives such as school feeding programs (UNHCR, 
2005). For example, in 2002 in Kakuma refugee camp, a camp located in north 
western Kenya, 23000 students attended primary school, and 3000 attended 
secondary and vocational schools (ibid.). The Ugandan and Kenyan national 
curriculum were followed respectively, and they both used English as the 
language of instruction
4.  
 
However, in Egypt, the kind of refugee camps located in Uganda and Kenya did 
not exist. The South Sudanese refugees were forced to assimilate because they 
were often not considered to be refugees by the host population (Moro, 2004). It 
was difficult for these refugees to access education because schools were 
overcrowded and the children often did not want to go to school due to their 
experiences of prejudice and harassment (VFST, 2005). Further, many displaced 
South Sudanese in all three countries of asylum (Kenya, Uganda, and Egypt) 
could not afford to send their children to school because they could not cover the 
costs of tuition, transportation, and uniforms, and parents often needed the 
children to look after their siblings while the parents went to work (ibid.).  
 
In sum, the South Sudanese refugees were resettled in Australia as a result of 
being the victims of a violent conflict that lasted for over two decades. Life in 
South Sudan was found to be untenable and the refugees’ pathways out of Sudan 
were diverse, as was the time spent in the country/countries of asylum and the 
                                                 
4 During the war approximately 343 000 of a possible 1.4 million children of school age 
(7-14 years) were enrolled in school in South Sudan (UNHCR, 2006). In addition, when 
children were able to attend school, the conditions were not always conducive to 
learning. The classes were often very large, and teaching resources were scarce (ibid). 
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age of flight from South Sudan. The educational opportunities both in Sudan and 
on the journey varied widely. The ethnicity of these refugees is now discussed. 
 
People of South Sudan 
Sudan is home to around 36 million people. There are considered to be 19 ethnic 
groups, which may be further divided into 597 subgroups and approximately 134 
languages, with more than 400 dialects (Ethnologue, 2002)
5. Much of this 
diversity occurs in the south (Moro, 2004). Students’ possible perceptions of the 
ethnic groups to which they belong are discussed, along with the specific South 
Sudanese ethnic groups relevant to the present study. 
 
Ethnic Groups 
In the present study ‘ethnic group’ is conceptualized in terms of Weber’s 
definition. According to Weber (1968, p.389), ethnic groups are: 
 
[H]uman groups (other than kinship groups) which cherish a belief in 
their common origins of such a kind that it proves a basis for the creation 
of a community […]. We shall call ‘ethnic groups’ those human groups 
that entertain a subjective belief in their common descent because of 
similarities of physical type or of custom or both, or because of memories 
of colonization and migration. […] [E]thnic membership does not 
constitute a group; it only facilitates group formation of any kind, 
particularly in the political sphere. 
                                                 
5 There appears to be some dispute over what constitutes an ethnic group in Sudan. For 
example, Moro (2004) maintains that there are over 500 ethnic groups, as opposed to 
subgroups. A conceptualization of ethnic group for the purposes of this study is given in 
this section.    31
 
In keeping with Weber’s definition above, it was the subjective belief entertained 
by the students regarding their ethnicity which informed the research.  
 
Nevertheless, students were selected for the study based on their common 
experience as South Sudanese refugees to Australia rather than based on their 
reported membership to a specific South Sudanese ethnic group. A subjective 
belief in the South Sudanese as a wider ethnic group was understood to be 
possible, given Weber’s above definition, in the sense of widening circles of 
subjective belief in common descent. However, mobilisationist approaches to 
ethnicity are possibly more relevant to a conceptualization of a wider South 
Sudanese ethnic group.  
 
In terms of Weber’s definition, if students held a subjective belief in a wider 
South Sudanese ethnic identity, this could be argued to relate to broad similarities 
in custom and physical type. Nevertheless, a South Sudanese ethnic identity may 
be better explained by mobilisationist approaches to ethnicity where political 
contexts are thought to facilitate ethnic identities through conflict between groups 
over valued resources (McKay, 1982). In particular, the rebel movement in Sudan 
may have united people of different ethnic groups, and contributed to the 
formation of a South Sudanese ethnic identity
6. Students’ sense of a South 
Sudanese community, as well as their sense of community based on membership 
                                                 
6 Ethnic identities in South Sudan are extremely complex given the diversity of ethnic 
groups and historical rivalries, such as the rivalry between the Dinka and the Nuer. 
However, some aspects of ethnic identity, such as religion, have been politicised 
(Shandy, 2002). Also, Idris (2005) maintains that Arab ethnic identity can be viewed as 
racism, since racism in a Sudanese context partly derives from the Arab history of taking 
slaves from South Sudan. This context, along with religion, may have helped to form a 
wider South Sudanese sense of ethnicity.   32
to a more immediate ethnic group, is explored in the study in terms of students’ 
observed and reported participation in class. 
 
The Ethnic Groups Involved in the Present Study 
Although South Sudanese refugees from many different ethnic groups have been 
resettled in Australia, students from four South Sudanese ethnic groups 
participated in the present study: the Dinka, Nuer, Bari and Nuba groups. Figure 
1 shows (approximately) where each of these groups can be found in Sudan. The 
Dinka are the largest ethnic group in South Sudan with an estimated total 
population of more than two million, followed by the Nuer with a population of 
approximately 740 000 (Ethnologue, 2002). Both of these groups are Nilotic 
(ibid.). The Nilotic groups have a subsistence rural economy, usually centred 
around both raising cattle and practicing horticulture (Gore, 2002; Leonardi, 
2007). There are many subgroups within these ethnic groups, and a number of 
dialects, which usually correspond with geographical location.  
 
The Bari, another loose collection of similar ethnic groups each with their own 
dialect, are also sometimes considered Nilotic, but are more precisely referred to 
as Nilo-Hamites (Gore, 2002). The most important characteristic they share with 
the Nilotes is animal husbandry (ibid.). Intermarriage between the Nilotes and 
Nilo-Hamites is common (ibid.). However, in the present study, it was also noted 
that the Bari had usually lived in townships in South Sudan, while the Dinka and 
the Nuer frequently had more rural backgrounds. This may have been related to 
the conflict; for example the rebel army, which was predominantly Dinka 
(Merkx, 2000), was based in rural areas. This observation is supported by   33
Leonardi’s (2007) claim that the Bari are indigenous to Juba, the new capital of 
South Sudan. 
 
Next, although they originate in the Nuba Mountains, the Nuba people are 
included in the term South Sudanese because they were allied to the Southerners 
in their fight against the Sudanese government. A branch of the SPLA rebel 
movement was formed in the Nuba Mountains in the 1980s (Sharkey, 2007). 
They were seen as allies partly due to their religion: The religious polarization of 
the conflict mentioned earlier in this section was reported by the Nuba and Bari 
students of the present study to unite the South Sudanese and the Nuba Christians 
against the Moslem Khartoum Government. Similarly to the Nilotics and Nilo-
Hamites, the Nuba people have traditionally farmed and had a subsistence rural 
economy (Salih, 1990). They are also linguistically diverse, and comprise a 
collection of similar ethnic groups.  
 
Finally, cultural characteristics of these ethnic groups are discussed in the results 
chapters only as they become relevant to the study. The study investigates 
intergroup commonalities based on past experience, and cultural concepts are not 
necessarily conceptualized as pertaining to ethnicity, but rather, participation in 
particular practices. According to Gutierrez and Correa-Chavez (2006, p.154), “If 
our goal is to capture the cultural dimensions of learning, that is, how people 
appropriate cultural concepts, then we must argue against using culture as a 
proxy for race, ethnicity, or national group”. This is the approach taken in the 
research. 
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Map 1: Geographical Locations in Sudan of the Ethnic Groups of South 
Sudanese Students Participating in the Present Study* 
 
 
Nuba
Dinka & Nuer
Bari
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* These locations are approximate because of movements caused by prolonged 
civil disorder. 
 
 
REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT ISSUES AND  
SERVICE PROVISION IN AUSTRALIA 
The South Sudanese students in the present study were likely to have been 
confronting many issues related to their refugee experience and resettlement in 
Australia. The most significant issue in terms of the present study is that of 
education since the study takes student participation in cross-cultural learning 
environments as its focus. Education is discussed in the final section of the 
chapter. However, other issues which also had the potential to affect student 
participants in the present study are identified as: cultural distance, gender, 
language proficiency, visible difference and discrimination, and response to 
traumatic events, depression, and health. All of these issues had the potential to   35
influence the findings of the research, and were also taken into account during 
fieldwork. In this section, most issues are addressed in turn, followed by a 
discussion on services provided by the Australian Government in an attempt to 
ameliorate these issues. Gender and language proficiency are discussed together 
because Government services aimed at addressing gender and language 
proficiency issues mainly focused on the provision of the educational 
opportunities discussed in the next section. 
 
Cultural Distance 
A major issue in migrant resettlement is understood to be the degree of cultural 
distance between the migrant’s culture and that of the dominant group (Ward, 
Bochner and Furnham, 2001). Cultural distance is taken to refer to “the perceived 
similarities and differences between culture of origin and culture of contact” 
(Masgoret and Ward, 2006, p.71). Acculturation is seen to be more difficult when 
there is significant cultural distance (Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001), but it 
has been found that cultural distance can be narrowed and cross-cultural 
adjustment facilitated if there is a level of general knowledge about the culture of 
contact (Searle and Ward, 1990). Previous experience in different countries is 
also thought to help in cross-cultural adjustment (Klineburg and Hull, 2004). 
 
Attempts are made by the Australian Government to reduce cultural distance by 
increasing refugees’ general knowledge about Australia both before and after the 
refugees are resettled in Australia. For example, in 2003, a five-day voluntary 
orientation program, the Australian Cultural Orientation (AUSCO) program, was 
first trialled in Kenya and is now delivered by the International Organisation for   36
Migration (IOM) in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. There are four courses 
aimed at adults, children, youth, and pre-literate refugees, the objective being to 
provide information and realistic expectations about life in Australia (UNHCR, 
2007).  
 
Australia’s resettlement program for humanitarian entrants also offers support 
through its Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy (IHSS), which all 
humanitarian entrants to Australia are eligible to access upon arrival. Support 
includes information sessions, referrals to service providers, and assistance with 
accommodation and reception on arrival (DIAC, 2007). Support is usually given 
for six months, but this period may be extended in special cases. Support is 
delivered by drawing up a “case plan”; in other words, the needs of each 
humanitarian entrant are treated on an individual basis (ibid.). 
 
Equipping the new arrivals with the cultural knowledge they need to access 
mainstream service providers is a priority for the IHSS, but there are also Migrant 
Resource Centres, Migrant Service Agencies and other organisations funded by 
the government who offer settlement services after the first six months (ibid.). 
There are different service types, which are categorised under: “Orientation to 
Australia – Practical Assistance to Promote Self-reliance, Developing 
Communities,[and] Integration – Inclusion and Participation” (UNHCR, 2007), 
and funding for these service types is allocated to specific projects under the 
Settlement Grants Programme (SGP) (ibid.). Migrant Resource Centres are 
funded through this program (ibid.). 
   37
Issues Related to Gender and Language Proficiency 
Gender issues are also significant in refugee resettlement, and can be linked to 
the issue of cultural distance. As Allen, Vaage and Hauff (2006, p.206) point out, 
“refugee women may confront challenges related to quite different gender role 
norms in their new cultural setting, as compared to their home culture”. Further, 
family constraints can act to prevent refugee women from entering the labour 
market for a long time after migration (Le, 2006), as can lack of educational 
opportunities in their culture of origin. As a result, women may face issues of 
isolation, and also lack of exposure to the culture of the dominant group. 
 
Language proficiency is another refugee resettlement issue which can be linked 
to cultural distance. For example, Ward and Kennedy (1993) found that fluency 
in the language of the receiving country was associated with a reduction in cross-
cultural adjustment problems and an increase in the amount of interaction with 
people in the dominant group. Many refugees do not have proficiency in English, 
and therefore find acculturation into the wider society very challenging. 
According to Masgoret and Ward (2006, p.63), “Knowledge of the language 
spoken in the receiving community plays a central role within the cultural 
learning process, since language is viewed as the primary medium through which 
cultural information is communicated”. 
 
Government (and community) services seek to address issues of isolation, family 
constraints, low education levels, and low language proficiency mainly through 
the provision of educational opportunities which cater to women refugees in 
particular and refugees in general. These opportunities include the Adult Migrant   38
English Program (AMEP), one-to-one literacy tutoring, and women’s community 
groups, and are discussed later in the chapter under educational opportunities. 
 
Visible Difference and Discrimination 
Visible difference and discrimination may also be considered to be a significant 
resettlement issue for South Sudanese refugees in particular. Allen, Vaage and 
Hauff (2006) contend that adjustment to resettlement should not only be 
investigated in terms of refugees’ precontact experiences: investigating these 
experiences in conjunction with the way the receiving country responds to the 
refugees is a more effective way of understanding the behaviour of refugees. The 
present study is based on Allen et al.’s (2006) assumption: it is the interaction 
between past experiences in Africa and present experiences in Australia which 
was thought to inform the way that the South Sudanese students participated in 
Australian learning environments. Although the research does not explicitly 
examine visible difference and discrimination, it should be remembered that 
Australia does not have a substantial history of African immigration (Jupp, 2003; 
Sang and Ward, 2006), and this lack of exposure can cause discrimination (Jupp, 
2003). Any ignorance resulting from a lack of exposure may enhance perceptions 
of the newcomers’ differences, and hence a focus on these differences, as 
opposed to a focus on potential similarities, or the newcomers’ adaptability. 
 
Visible difference and discrimination is a complex issue given that people may 
have different understandings of exactly what discrimination entails. However, 
the Government has made an attempt to address this issue. An example of the 
Government’s response to the resettlement issue of visible difference and   39
discrimination is to fund research into the effects of visible difference on 
employment. In one government-funded study, Colic-Peisker and Tilbury (2007, 
p.35) found that many employers were able “to apply personal prejudices and 
informal discriminatory practices” when dealing with refugees from Africa, the 
Middle East and the Former Yugoslavia. On completion of the study, 
recommendations were made to the Government, for instance “to create a more 
direct link between regular migrant settlement service providers (for example 
Migrant Resource Centres) and Job Network providers, and HREOC (Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission)” (Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 2006, 
p.35). It appears from this study that the provision of services in the area of 
visible difference and discrimination must be carefully negotiated and managed 
in order to make the government systems more transparent to resettled refugees. 
 
Health Issues 
Finally, refugees’ response to trauma, depression and other health issues are 
understood to be central issues in refugee resettlement. Refugees are generally 
resettled in another country due to exposure to traumatic events, according to the 
UNHCR’s definition of a refugee stated earlier in the chapter. Although it is 
important not to pathologise refugees’ experiences (Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 
2003), issues arising from response to traumatic events are significant. According 
to Allen, Vaage and Hauff (2006, p.207), “The trauma response when 
maladaptive can have pervasive negative effects on multiple areas of functioning, 
including learning”. Ehrensaft and Tousignant (2006, p.470) further maintain that 
“it is critical to recognize the specific trajectory of resilience within particular 
groups, since every culture has its own unique form of expressing and treating   40
metaphors of distress”. In addition, Tilbury (2007), in a study on depression 
among refugees in Western Australia, found that communities, quite logically, 
framed their concerns in terms of existing western categories so that these 
concerns would be better understood. Significant issues in refugee resettlement 
may therefore be related both to the refugees’ response to trauma, and to the 
interaction between the refugees and service providers – the way the refugees 
present themselves and the way their concerns are heard by these providers. 
 
Furthermore, health is considered to be a resettlement issue because many South 
Sudanese refugees in particular are resettled with health problems. It has proven 
to be difficult to screen for diseases before refugees are resettled in another 
country, and this has been especially true of the African region. For example, the 
Director of the New South Wales Refugee Health Service refers to the screening 
as “suboptimal” (Smith, 2006). Although refugees were screened for malaria 
(Smith, 2006), between 2003 and 2005 thirty three adult migrants from Sudan 
were treated for malaria in one hospital in Western Australia (Chih et al., 2006). 
In addition, diseases such as tuberculosis, vitamin D deficiency, iron deficiency 
and gastrointestinal infection have been found to be even more prevalent than 
malaria among East African refugees (Tiong et al., 2006), the majority of whom 
have come from Sudan. 
 
The Australian Government responds to refugee trauma, depression and other 
health issues through provision of services specifically catering for refugees. For 
example, the Government acknowledges refugee trauma and depression by 
providing services through the Integrated Humanitarian Settlement Strategy   41
(IHSS) mentioned earlier in this section. Short term torture and trauma 
counselling services, referrals to mainstream counselling, and also advice for 
mainstream healthcare providers on torture and trauma issues which refugees to 
Australia may be facing are all provided (DIAC, 2007).   
 
In addition, health checks are required by the Australian Government for all 
refugees (UNHCR, 2007) even though screening has not been highly effective, as 
mentioned above. People who suffer from tuberculosis or diseases which may put 
the general population at risk do not meet the health criteria for humanitarian 
entry into Australia (ibid.). However, health criteria may be waived if the cost to 
the Australian public is not great and if the public is not thought to be at risk 
(ibid.). The Australian Government pays for the health screening of applicants for 
resettlement in Australia (ibid.). Once in Australia, former refugees receive the 
healthcare entitled to Australian permanent residents and citizens. 
 
EDUCATION FOR ADULT REFUGEES IN AUSTRALIA 
Education is a significant issue in South Sudanese refugee resettlement, and is the 
issue which the present study explores. Participation in educational opportunities 
and institutions can be viewed as central to the “cultural transition process” 
(Vedder and Horenczyk, 2006). However, this process of cultural transition can 
be influenced by the refugees’ past learning experiences, and interruptions to 
their schooling (Brown, Miller and Mitchell, 2006). The Australian Government 
acknowledges the importance of English and literacy in general through their 
provision of the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP), which aims to teach 
adult migrants and refugees the English and literacy they need to become   42
autonomous and find work (DIAC, 2007).  The other main educational 
opportunities for adult students are tertiary education and voluntary community 
classes. In this section TAFE technical colleges and the Adult Migrant English 
Program (AMEP), voluntary community groups, and tertiary education are all 
discussed since these three learning environments provide the context for the 
study. 
 
TAFE Colleges and the AMEP 
The Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP), which is provided by the 
Australian Government as a service for migrants and refugees is frequently 
delivered through TAFE technical colleges. Technical and Further Education 
(TAFE) Colleges deliver Vocational Education and Training (VET) courses and 
are found all over Australia. TAFE learning environments are diverse since 
TAFE colleges, along with private training providers, compete for government 
tenders to provide training services. They are expected to be flexible in their 
delivery, and provide on-the-job assessment and training. Nevertheless, VET 
providers, including TAFE colleges, are expected to comply with the Australian 
Qualifications Framework (AQF) so that national qualifications and recognition 
of skills may be regulated. They are also expected to implement competency-
based training and assessment aimed at creating national consistency and 
portability of credentials throughout Australia (Harris et al., 1995). The Adult 
Migrant English Program (AMEP) is taught in this way. 
 
TAFE Colleges, as VET service providers, are expected to deliver competency-
based training and assessment. Even though the term ‘competency’ remains   43
controversial, the National Training Board (1992, p.29) in Australia define 
competency as a focus on: “[W]hat is expected of an employee in the workplace 
rather than on the learning process […] [It] embodies the ability to transfer and 
apply skills and knowledge to new situations and environments”. Competency-
based programs aim to be student-centred in their flexibility, transparency, 
recognition of prior learning, and national portability (Harris et al., 1995). 
Learning outcomes, in the form of competencies, are the focus of the programs 
and outcomes are determined “through the arena and context in which they are to 
be demonstrated (such as an occupation or occupational arena)” (ibid., p.30). 
 
In order to assist refugees in becoming proficient in English, the Australian 
Government funds service providers such as TAFE colleges to deliver the Adult 
Migrant English Program (AMEP). This program is aimed at all migrants to 
Australia. Refugees are eligible for a greater number of hours than other 
migrants; refugees not yet 25 years old are eligible for 910 hours of tuition in 
English and those over 25 years are eligible for 610 hours. Other migrants receive 
510 hours of English language tuition (UNHCR, 2007). Migrants receive welfare 
payments in order to study in the AMEP. In other words, they are not required to 
look for work while they attend the program, but their payments are reliant on 
their continued attendance.  
 
The curriculum framework used in the AMEP is the nationally recognised 
Certificates in Spoken and Written English (CSWE), and the focus is on 
performance or competence in specific language tasks, such as following 
instructions, or writing a report. There are four CSWE certificates, the first being   44
elementary and the fourth the language preparation considered necessary for 
mainstream TAFE (and some university) courses. A pre-literacy certificate has 
also been devised to cater for migrants who are not literate in any language. The 
pre-literacy certificate and Certificates I to III are delivered in the AMEP. The 
teachers are trained in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages 
(TESOL), and the AMEP includes home tutoring. 
 
Voluntary Community Groups 
Voluntary community groups aimed at providing educational opportunities to 
refugees vary greatly in both their content and delivery. Some voluntary 
programs focus specifically on literacy. Other community programs may be 
categorised as Church-based voluntary activities. Church-based voluntary activity 
is less specific in its focus in that it may be seen as charity work to meet 
perceived needs in the community (ABS, 2007). These types of voluntary 
community groups are now addressed in terms of their relevance to educational 
opportunities available to South Sudanese former refugees in Australia. The 
diversity of course delivery among voluntary community groups is also 
discussed. 
 
First, the Read Write Now program is an example of a program focusing 
specifically on literacy. It is a one-on-one voluntary program in which a tutor 
delivers a program which is individually tailored to a student’s needs (DET, 
2007). The program operates in Western Australia and has been running for 25 
years. Approximately 1000 volunteer tutors assist students in this program, and 
the volunteers are given a short nationally-accredited course which provides them   45
with strategies for tutoring adult students (ibid.). The program is available to any 
adult with literacy (and numeracy) needs, including migrants who are learning 
English as a second language (ibid.). This can be linked to the gender issues 
related to refugee resettlement mentioned in the previous section in that tutors 
can visit the refugee women in their homes and tutor them one-on-one.  
 
Next, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2007) found that involvement in a 
religion seemed to act as an incentive to participate in voluntary work. For 
example, 48% of the people who had been affiliated with a religious organisation 
during childhood reported an involvement in voluntary work in the 12 months 
prior to the 2006 Australian census (ibid.). Unpaid voluntary work extended to 
areas outside activities directly related to religion, as evidenced by Graph 1, and 
had the potential to complement Government funded services for refugees and 
migrants. Community /welfare organisations and education/training organisations 
in particular are seen to have relatively high volunteer rates on the graph, and 
these organisations may be affiliated with religious groups. This is relevant to the 
issue of voluntary educational opportunities available to South Sudanese refugees 
considering that religious groups play a compassionate pastoral role (Cnaan et al., 
2005), and are therefore likely to extend services to refugees. However, the 
groups often do not have the necessary training (ibid.). These voluntary 
educational opportunities therefore differ from the opportunities provided by the 
Adult Migrant Education Program (AMEP). 
 
In addition, unlike the AMEP, voluntary community programs are not 
standardised and can take many forms. However, these community programs can   46
be identified through Brookfield’s (1983) typology of community adult 
education. He proposes adult education for the community where programs are 
provided based on needs analysis rather than the value judgements of the 
educators. Once the participants have decided on the kind of courses and 
activities, they are usually implemented within an institutional framework.  
 
Graph 1: Volunteer Rate in Australia – Type of Organisation (2006) – Omitted  
 (Voluntary Work Australia 2006, ABS, 2007) 
 
Brookfield’s second type is adult education in the community which may be 
described as outreach work conducted in natural settings, or the use of the 
community as a resource. In this type the educator is more of a resource person 
than a traditional educator; in other words, the framework is more flexible than in 
adult education for the community. The last type is adult education of the 
community which is normative in the sense that “[a]dult education of the 
community cannot be shaped solely by the results of a needs assessment; rather, 
it rests at least partly on the educator’s beliefs as to the kinds of features he or she 
thinks a community should exhibit” (1983, p.87). This last type positions the 
educator as responsible for the content and goals of the course, and the 
community program observed in the present study conformed most closely to this 
type. Brookfield’s typology is useful in that voluntary community programs 
catering for refugees and other migrants are diverse, but can be considered to 
conform to certain (overlapping) types of educational opportunity. 
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Tertiary Education 
The final main educational opportunity for adult South Sudanese former refugees 
in Australia is tertiary education. Tertiary education, although a formal learning 
environment with national standards and accreditation, has a different ethos from 
the competency-based education and training of TAFE technical colleges, and a 
more critical, analytic and self-directed approach. However, the approach to 
higher education, although having remained remarkably consistent over time 
(Ramsden, 1992), has been proving difficult to implement now that university 
education has expanded beyond “highly selected students, enrolled in their 
faculty of choice” (Biggs, 1999, p.1). The traditional approach to tertiary 
education is addressed first, followed by the global changes to tertiary education. 
 
First, the traditional approach to tertiary education in Australia was described by 
Whitehead almost eighty years ago. He speaks of imagination but his description 
could also be applied to critical thinking: 
 
The university imparts information, but it imparts it imaginatively […] A 
fact is no longer a bare fact: it is invested with all its possibilities. It is no 
longer a burden on the memory: it is energising as the poet of our dreams, 
and as the architect of our purposes. Imagination is not to be divorced 
from the facts: it is a way of illuminating the facts. It works by eliciting 
the general principles which apply to the facts, as they exist, and then by 
an intellectual survey of alternative possibilities which are consistent with 
those principles. It enables men to construct a vision of a new world […] 
(1929, 139).   48
 
In Whitehead’s early description of a university’s goals, the focus is on the 
imparting of information in order to transform knowledge rather than on the 
demonstration of competence. Argument is important in that facts have 
possibilities, they do not stand alone. It is these possibilities inherent in facts 
which provide different perspectives on the world. Memorisation of facts is then 
a secondary objective – a fact is only useful insofar as it serves a purpose. This 
understanding of the objectives of higher education relates to Knapper’s (1990) 
finding in two studies conducted in Australia and Canada that academics tended 
to agree on three teaching goals. They perceived their job to be to teach students 
how to analyse and to think critically (imaginatively) about issues, to assist their 
students with their thinking skills, and to assist their students in understanding 
general principles.  
 
However, students may have a more practical rather than theoretical focus than 
their teachers. During the nineties, global changes occurred in higher education, 
and these changes were mainly related to the increasing priority placed on 
economic considerations (Biggs, 1999). Changes have included more courses 
which are vocationally rather than theoretically oriented; increased costs for 
students, with an associated mentality that students are ‘buying’ a product and 
want to get value for money; greater diversity of age and cultural and 
socioeconomic background; and finally, an increased number of students which 
has led to bigger classes, a greater range of ability within classes, and fewer 
teachers per student (ibid.).  
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Therefore, it may have become increasingly difficult for university educators to 
achieve the three teaching goals found in Knapper’s (1990) study. These goals 
could be considered even more difficult since tutors are required to be conversant 
with their subject but are not required to be trained teachers. As a result, there is 
often great variation in teaching skills. However, in some Australian universities 
teaching and learning professional development is provided to tutors and 
lecturers, and student support, such as free study skills workshops and tutoring, is 
available in order to cater for the growing diversity in the student population. 
This growing diversity is reflected by the South Sudanese participants of the 
present study. 
 
CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, many South Sudanese refugees were accepted for resettlement in 
Australia between 2000 and 2005 and are still being accepted in 2008, although 
at a decreasing rate. Resettlement challenges confronting the former refugees 
were acknowledged by the Australian Government and community groups in that 
Government-funded and voluntary support was available. The former refugees 
also had to confront substantial challenges in the past. The context of refugee 
migration to Australia, the past and immediate difficulties faced by adult South 
Sudanese former refugees in Australia, and the educational opportunities 
available to them, provide the context for the present study. The students’ 
common experience of participating in adult Australian learning environments in 
particular is explored in terms of the theoretical perspectives reviewed in the next 
chapter. 
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                                                    Chapter Three  
Theoretical Perspectives Used in the Study
          
The aim of this chapter is to provide context for the theoretical model which frames 
the present study. An outline of this model was given in the Introductory Chapter. In 
the outline, the ways in which the ideas of selected theorists were used to formulate 
and refine the model were broadly stated. In the current chapter, the theoretical 
perspectives underpinning the model are discussed in greater depth. This discussion 
can then be used as a reference for Chapter Four, where the theoretical model, or the 
systemic model of student participation in cross-cultural learning environments
1, is 
presented and explained in detail. 
 
In this chapter, the theoretical perspectives used to conceptualise student 
participation and the sources of influence on participation are discussed first. 
Theoretical perspectives relating to the ways in which cultural and cross-cultural 
sources of influence were inferred in the systemic model of participation are then 
discussed. The cultural and cross-cultural sources of influence are discussed together 
because there is some overlap: Cultural schema theory underpins both of these 
sources of influence. Perspectives relating to the way in which the social source of 
influence was inferred are addressed last.  
 
                                                 
1 This model is referred to as the systemic model of participation for ease of reference.   53
It was the ideas of particular theorists which were adopted in the systemic model of 
participation and used to interpret the data, and this chapter is consequently 
structured around these theorists. The chapter is also structured to discuss 
participation and sources of influence in general first, and then to discuss ways in 
which each source of influence was inferred in the model. Therefore, the theorists do 
not always appear chronologically. However, within sections, chronology is 
generally taken into account. If there is a chronological discrepancy within 
disciplines due to issues of coherence, chronological order is indicated. 
 
In the first section, the sociocultural perspectives of Wenger (1998), McCaslin (2004, 
in press) and Rogoff (1995, 2003) are discussed according to the way they informed 
the conceptualisation of student participation and sources of influence in the 
systemic model of participation. In the second section, the perspectives of 
D’Andrade (1987, 1995), Markus and Kitayama (1991, 2003) and Volet (1999) are 
discussed in relation to how the cultural and cross-cultural sources of influence were 
inferred.  In the third section, the sociological perspectives of Giddens (1979) and 
Rubinstein (2001) are discussed in terms of how the social source of influence was 
inferred.  
 
STUDENT PARTICIPATION AND SOURCES OF INFLUENCE 
Wenger (1998), McCaslin (2004, in press), and Rogoff (1995, 2003) are the theorists 
whose approaches to participation were used in the formulation of the systemic 
model of participation. Their theories provided a way of conceptualising both 
participation and sources of influence on participation. In particular, Wenger and   54
McCaslin explore the ongoing dynamic relationship between participation and 
identity – a relationship which was found to be a way of engaging with cross-cultural 
and cultural influences on student participation in the study.  
 
Wenger’s work is discussed first because he offers a way of conceptualising student 
participation which was adopted in the systemic model of participation. Next, 
McCaslin is discussed because her views were used to develop the sources of 
influence in the study. Rogoff is discussed last. Although Rogoff’s (1995, 2003) 
work is earlier than McCaslin’s, she both clarifies and debates the concepts brought 
up in the review of McCaslin, and McCaslin’s work is central to the present study.  
 
Wenger 
As mentioned, Wenger’s (1998) perspective on participation in learning informs the 
conceptualisation of participation in the systemic model of participation. His 
perspective on participation and identity also offered a way to think about sources of 
influence on participation. This section addresses Wenger’s views on participation 
and identity. 
 
Participation 
Wenger (1998) views participation as “both action and connection”. He uses the 
notion of participation to refer to “the social experience of living in the world in 
terms of membership in social communities and active involvement in social 
enterprises” (1998, p.55). He also sees “the possibility of mutual recognition” as an 
important element of participation, meaning that inanimate objects do not   55
‘participate’. Participation is understood to entail conflict as well as cooperation, and 
can be transformative in that it shapes the experience of the actor and also shapes 
community practice. Wenger relates participation to identity in that “participation 
goes beyond direct engagement in specific activities with specific people” (1998, 
p.57). In other words, direct engagement has an effect on experience, is then 
‘carried’ inside the person, and informs other engagements. The example which 
Wenger gives is that of an accountant who does not cease to be an accountant at 5pm 
when s/he leaves the office (ibid.). As a result, Wenger considers participation to 
“place the negotiation of meaning in the context of our forms of membership in 
various communities” (ibid.).  
 
According to Wenger, participation becomes part of a person and, subsequently, a 
part of her/his identity, or who s/he is. Therefore, even when social interactions are 
not occurring it could be said that a person’s engagement with the world is inherently 
social (ibid.). Wenger’s view of participation was used in the systemic model of 
participation because participation can then be conceptualised as a process, and the 
influence of past engagement on present engagement as a constituent of this process. 
This allows an examination of what the students are ‘carrying’ which informs direct 
engagement in the different learning environments, and these past and present 
elements combined may be discussed in terms of participation
2. The idea that the 
student carries something from their past engagement in various communities to their 
                                                 
2 An emphasis on the notion that experience from past practices affects present learning 
interactions and contexts is not new (e.g., Bourdieu, 1977; Strauss and Quinn, 1997). 
However, Wenger’s perspective is used in the study due to his explicit focus on participation 
and related conceptualisation of identity.    56
present engagement in their learning environment is taken in the present study to be a 
central element of student participation. This relates to Rogoff’s (1995, p.155) 
understanding that “[w]hen a person acts on the basis of previous experience, his or 
her past is present”. In the systemic model of participation cultural schemas are 
conceptualised as the way in which the past is made present. Cultural schemas are 
discussed in the third section of this chapter.  
 
In Wenger’s view, participation occurs in communities of practice. Communities of 
practice are “a locus of engagement in action, interpersonal relations, shared 
knowledge, and negotiation of enterprises” (1998, p.85), and entail three dimensions: 
mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire. Mutual engagement does 
not necessarily refer to homogenous engagement, but does entail the formation of 
relationships. However, there can be great variability in the depth of these 
relationships (ibid.). Joint enterprise “is the result of a collective process of 
negotiation” (1998, p.77). This process is dynamic and can be affected by those 
wielding power. Nevertheless, Wenger maintains that “power – benevolent or 
malevolent – that institutions, prescriptions, or individuals have over the practice of a 
community is always mediated by the community’s production of its practice” 
(Wenger, 1998, p.80). Finally, shared repertoire refers to that which “the community 
has produced or adopted in the course of its existence, and which have become part 
of its practice”, including words, routines, and tools (ibid., p.83). Defined in this 
way, the learning environments in the present research may be considered to be 
communities of practice in which the students participate. The way that students’ 
participation in other communities influences their participation in the cross-cultural   57
learning environment is examined in terms of Wenger’s conceptualisation of 
communities of practice. 
 
Participation as Central to the Formation of Identity 
As noted earlier in this section, Wenger (1998) conceptualises participation as being 
central to identity formation. He theorises learning as the development of practice 
and identity formation, and both of these occur through participation. He offers a 
typology of identities, which includes “identity as negotiated experience”, “identity 
as community membership”, “identity as nexus of multimembership”, and “identity 
as learning trajectory”. According to Wenger, all of these types of identities overlap. 
First, because Wenger claims identity to emerge through participation in social 
contexts or communities, identity can be considered to be a negotiated experience in 
social communities: “We define who we are by the ways we experience ourselves 
through participation as well as by the ways we and others reify ourselves” (Wenger, 
1998, p.149-50). In this way he recognises that negotiation does not take place in a 
social vacuum. He concludes that “[b]uilding an identity consists of negotiating the 
meanings of our experience of membership in social communities” (ibid., p.145).  
 
In the systemic model of participation of the present study identity is theorised in 
terms of the way in which the students’ experience of themselves is negotiated 
through their participation in a particular community of practice. Wenger’s position 
that identity can be the way that we experience ourselves, as well as his view that the 
experience is negotiated through participation, frames this approach to identity. The 
degree to which elements of the students’ identity are ‘open’ to change through   58
participation in cross-cultural learning environments is examined in the cross-
cultural and cultural sources of influence in the systemic model of participation. The 
degree to which elements of identity may be changed or negotiated through 
membership in a new community of practice is assumed to influence students’ 
continued participation in the learning environment.  
 
However, even though Wenger (1998) theorises identity as emerging through 
participation, there is some controversy over whether identity indeed resides in 
experience. Arguing against Wenger’s (1998, p.151) claim that identity “is not, in its 
essence, discursive or reflective”, Sfard and Prusak (2005, p.17) maintain that “it is 
our vision of our own or other people’s experiences, and not the experiences as such, 
that constitutes identities”. They see identity as “discursive counterparts of one’s 
lived experiences” (ibid.).  
 
In the present study it is acknowledged that identity can be taken to be discursive 
rather than residing in lived experience, and also acknowledged that a focus on 
identity as the way individuals experiences themselves through participation 
excludes other notions of identity. For example, identity can be viewed as located in 
discourse (e.g., Sacks et al., 1974; Goodwin, 1996, 2000; Park, 2007), in self-
categorisation (e.g., Turner et al., 1987), or in “that part of the individual’s self-
concept which derives from their knowledge of their membership in a social group 
(or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to the 
membership” (Tajfel, 1982, p.2). In the systemic model of participation in the 
present study, the notion of identity as residing in lived experience in situated   59
practices is referred to as identity-in-practice  in order to take into account other 
conceptualisations of identity. 
 
Finally, Wenger’s (1998) understanding of identity corresponds with participation 
and engagement rather than with beliefs and values (see also Penuel and Wertsch, 
1995). Non-participation may be included in this understanding of participation, as it 
also has a significant influence on identity (Hickey and Granade, 2004), and is a 
“defining constituent of participation” (Wenger, 1998, p.168). For example, 
communities may define themselves in relation to other communities, and 
membership of the community is generally defined in relation to non-membership 
(ibid.). As a result, in the present study, non-participation is viewed as playing a 
potentially significant role in the formation of identity.  
 
Identity as Community Membership and Learning Trajectory 
Wenger’s concept of identity as community membership is concerned with what we 
consider familiar and unfamiliar, and his concept of identity as nexus of 
multimembership refers to the way we cope with the conflicting demands of 
membership to or participation in a number of social communities. Other 
sociocultural researchers, such as Hickey and Granade see identity in the same light, 
and blend these different types of identity into one: “Engaged participation is about 
negotiating one’s identity with different and potentially conflicting and competing 
communities of practice” (2004, p.232). Within and between communities, the extent 
to which identity is negotiated is variable, as evidenced in Wenger’s notion of 
negotiability, defined as people’s ability and opportunity to influence meanings in a   60
social setting (1998). In the systemic model of participation in the present study this 
idea of negotiability is adopted: The degree to which elements of identity may be 
changed or negotiated in order to ‘suit’ a learning environment is variable depending 
on people’s ability and opportunity.  
 
Next, students’ participation in current and historic communities of practice is 
thought to inform identity in the present research, according to Wenger’s (1998) 
approach. For example, Wenger also discusses identity as learning trajectory: “We 
define who we are by where we have been and where we are going”
3. In other 
words, identity as learning trajectory refers to “practice as a shared history of 
learning” (ibid., p.149-50). This aspect of his notion of identity acknowledges the 
significance of past experience or participation in identity formation. The negotiated 
identity discussed earlier may be considered to highlight current social interaction, 
but the concept of negotiability indicates that the division is not clear cut, since 
negotiability also relies on past experience. If identity is formed through 
participation, it exists in the dynamic relationship between past and present 
engagement in practices (ibid.). This can be related to Wenger’s (1998) definition of 
participation mentioned earlier. In the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence 
in the systemic model of participation of the present study students’ identities 
negotiated during past engagement in communities of practice are conceptualised to 
                                                 
3 Wenger’s idea of learning trajectory includes the future: “where we are going”. This is not 
a focus of the systemic model of participation. However, it is assumed that past and present 
engagement in situated practices give rise to elements of identity which are related to the 
future. For example, ‘dreaming’ the future is assumed to occur during participation in 
present or past practices rather than future practices.   61
be further negotiated in their present e new cross-cultural learning 
el of student 
articipation in cross-cultural learning. As mentioned earlier in the section, 
McCaslin’s identity model is pres  in Chapter Four. 
 engagement in th
environments.  
McCaslin 
Similarly to Wenger, McCaslin (2004, in press) conceptualises participation as 
inherently social. However, rather than reducing the individual to social processes, 
she focuses on ways in which the individual can be theorised from a sociocultural 
perspective (2004). McCaslin’s constructs of emergent identity and co-regulation are 
addressed in this section because these concepts were used in the systemic model of 
participation in the present study. The concepts underpin McCaslin’s (in press) co-
regulation model of emergent identity which was adapted to a mod
p
ented and explained
 
Emergent Identity 
Like Wenger (1998), identity formation is a major focus of McCaslin’s (in press) 
conceptualisation of participation in learning, but her focus is on motivation 
(choices, goals, and beliefs) rather than negotiating community membership. 
McCaslin (in press) bases her conceptualisation of emergent identity on Wertsch and 
Stone’s (1985) notion of ‘emergent interaction’. This notion originates from the 
socially mediated internalisation of external activity through interpersonal 
relationships and opportunities (McCaslin, in press). Self-knowledge, as an element 
of emergent interaction, is theorised as an “ongoing process that is uniquely 
negotiated, integrated, and reconstructed through interpersonal engagement and 
meaningful opportunity” (McCaslin, 2004, p.259). Therefore, the term ‘emergent   62
identity’ appears to refer to the element of self-knowledge in the notion of emergent 
interaction. Nevertheless, according to McCaslin (2004), because an individual 
annot be meaningfully separated from their participation in the social world, 
onstruct of emergent identity still informed the systemic 
odel of participation, but was adapted to a cross-cultural study. This is discussed 
further in the next chapter. 
                                                
c
knowledge of others does not exist independently of self-knowledge.  
 
Finally, McCaslin (in press) views identity as emerging through participation, and 
the opportunity and interpersonal validation through which participation occurs as 
partially based on cultural norms and challenges: “[E]mergent identity is about 
participation in opportunity and interpersonal validation. Available opportunities and 
relationships further are based, in part, on cultural norms and challenges that 
delineate individuals in their role historically and in their present time and place” (in 
press
4). In the systemic model of participation in the present study, the idea of 
identity emerging through participation is conceptualised in the cross-cultural and 
cultural sources of influence on participation rather than the social source of 
influence on participation. McCaslin’s notion of opportunities based on cultural 
norms mentioned above is assumed to be complicated in a cross-cultural study, and 
opportunities were used as a way of highlighting present social interactions. 
Nevertheless, McCaslin’s c
m
 
Co-Regulation 
 
4 Since McCaslin’s article was in press, no page number was available. 
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Unlike Wenger (1998), McCaslin (in press) focuses on the individual and the 
internalization of external activity, and she employs the notion of co-regulation in 
her development of emergent identity. In order to “capture the dynamics of” 
emergent identity, she uses co-regulation to theorise how an individual internalizes 
external activity. In other words, ways in which social and cultural influences from 
the social world are internalised inform emergent identity, and these social and 
cultural influences are co-regulated by the processes of internalisation (ibid.). 
McCaslin (in press) gives Vygotsky’s (1978) notion of the zone of proximal 
development (ZPD)
5 as the main internalization process in the context of learning, 
and views learning to be co-regulated in the ZPD (McCaslin and Hickey, 2001). 
Participation is then conceptualised as the means through which co-regulation can 
occur in the ZPD (McCaslin, 2004). As McCaslin (in press) maintains, “The essence 
of the ZPD, co-regulation, and emergent identity is participation”. If co-regulation is 
ken as the subject of this claim, it can be understood as a significant factor in 
                                                
ta
student participation in a learning environment. 
 
According to McCaslin (in press), co-regulation refers to the way each participant 
shapes and challenges the other participant(s) during interactions, and this definition 
was used in the present study. In the systemic model of participation co-regulation 
was conceptualised as occurring through teacher-student and student-student social 
interaction in the social source of influence. Students were not conceptualised as 
 
5   The zone of proximal development “is the distance between [a learner’s] actual 
development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential 
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 
collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.86).   64
simply assimilating the social world in this source of influence. Instead they were 
viewed as actively mediating external sociocultural influences on their participation 
in the learning environment. However, the term ‘internalization’, used by McCaslin 
(2004) to argue for co-regulation, is considered by theorists such as Rogoff (1995, 
2003) to insufficiently describe the m  role of the individual. This is now 
d to engage in subsequent similar activities”. An individual is 
art of the activity in which they are participating and cannot be separated from that 
ediating
discussed.  
Rogoff 
Rogoff (1995) argues against the term ‘internalization’ in her discussion on different 
planes of participation analysis almost a decade earlier than McCaslin (2004). Rogoff 
contends that the term implies a “separation between the person and the social 
context” (1995, p.151). She also maintains that there is an implication that 
“something external is imported” (ibid., p.152). Rogoff (1995) uses the term 
‘participatory appropriation’ or simply ‘appropriation’ instead in order to highlight 
the interaction between the person and the social context, and to avoid the idea of 
individual knowledge construction (ibid.). According to Rogoff (1995, p.150), “[t]he 
basic idea of appropriation is that, through participation, people change and in the 
process become prepare
p
activity (ibid., p.153).  
 
Rogoff (1995) separates participation analysis into three planes: apprenticeship at the 
level of community, guided participation at the interpersonal level, and participatory 
appropriation at the personal level. Therefore, she appears to draw a distinction 
between the social and the personal at the level of analysis but not within each plane.   65
Rogoff (2003) develops the distinction between planes of analysis in later work. 
Through showing pictures in which the individual, the group and the sociocultural 
resources of a classroom are respectively foregrounded, she demonstrates that the 
distinction she draws is primarily based on which perspective a researcher chooses in 
order to conduct their research. She conceives “personal, interpersonal, and cultural 
spects of human activity […] as different analytic views of ongoing, mutually 
the future. The systemic model of participation was formulated 
so that this conceptualisation of the relationship between change and participation 
could be explored.  
                                                
a
constituted processes” (2003, p.52). 
 
In the present study, it is acknowledged that the term internalization may be 
misleading in that it may be connotative of a one-way passive type of assimilation
6. 
Participation is seen to be transformative in the systemic model of participation, 
according to Rogoff’s (1995, 2003) perspective, in that the individual is transformed 
through participation and also contributes to the activity. However, Rogoff’s planes 
of analysis were not used to interpret the findings of the study. The students’ 
interactions with teachers and other students in the learning environment appeared to 
be a significant influence on students’ participation during data collection, and 
McCaslin’s (2004, in press) concept of co-regulation was found to be a way to 
engage with this theme. Nevertheless, the term appropriation emphasises the notion 
that people change through participation, and this change may prepare them for 
similar activities in 
 
6 There is some debate on this issue. For example, Walker (in press) emphasises the 
transformative nature of internalization (and externalisation).   66
 
 
Summary 
The sociocultural perspectives of Wenger (1998), McCaslin (2004, in press) and 
Rogoff (1995, 2003) were primarily used to conceptualise participation and sources 
of influence in the systemic model of participation. Wenger’s discussion on 
participation highlighted the influence of students’ past engagement in different 
practices on their present engagement in situated learning environments, and this 
helped to conceptualise cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence on student 
participation. Wenger’s and McCaslin’s constructs of identity both helped to 
conceptualise how cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence may affect student 
participation. Also, McCaslin’s ideas on emergent identity and co-regulation were 
used to conceptualise a social source of influence. That is to say, the social source of 
influence in the systemic model of participation focuses on (present) social 
interactions based on opportunities and teacher-student and student-student co-
gulation. Finally, Rogoff’s emphasis on the transformative nature of participation  re
was applied to all three sources of influence. 
 
However, these sociocultural perspectives were not found to be useful in theorising 
how emerging themes in the data could be taken to infer sources of influence on 
student participation. Also, because the perspectives did not have a cross-cultural 
focus, they could not be used to separate cross-cultural and cultural sources of 
influence. Major themes to emerge during initial ethnographic participant 
observations included differences in students’ and teachers’ expectations about   67
teaching and learning and students’ strong focus on relationships. In the systemic 
model of participation these themes were related to expectations in the cross-cultural 
source of influence and self construal in the cultural source of influence. Theoretical 
rspectives informing how these sources of influence could be inferred are now 
discussed.  
  
that past engagement is ‘carried’ in the head. How participation in past 
ractices may be conceptualised as being carried in the head is the focus of this 
pe
CULTURAL AND CROSS-CULTURAL SOURCES  
OF INFLUENCE ON PARTICIPATION 
D’Andrade (1987, 1995), Markus and Kitayama (1991, 2003) and Volet (1999) are 
the theorists who were used to explore how emerging themes in the data could be 
conceptualised as inferring the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence in the 
systemic model of participation.  As discussed in the previous section, Wenger 
(1998) views past engagement as an influence on present engagement because he 
theorises 
p
section.  
 
D’Andrade (1987, 1995) is discussed first because he uses cultural schema theory as 
a way of addressing the influence of culture on cognitive and emotional processes. In 
the systemic model of participation cultural schemas are conceptualised as the way in 
which students’ participation in past practices can influence their present 
engagement. Next, the way in which Markus and Kitayama (1991, 2003) theorise 
two fundamental cultural schemas is discussed.  One of the schemas is used to 
engage with the theme emerging in the data that students had a strong focus on   68
relationships. Finally, Volet’s (1999) person-in-context work on learning transfer 
across cultural contexts is discussed because she focuses on the degree of congruence 
between students’ and teachers’ expectations. This was found to be a way to engage 
ith the emerging theme that differences in students’ and teachers’ expectations 
were a significant influence on student participation.  
are 
ediated by learned and dynamic cognitive structures. D’Andrade’s views on 
schema theory and cultural schema e addressed separately below. 
 retrieval is thought to rely on past experience 
w
 
D’Andrade 
D’Andrade’s (1987, 1995) theorisation of cultural schemas is grounded in schema 
theory. He views the origins of schema theory to be found in the work of Kant 
(1965), who believed that schemas allow for concepts to be applied to specific 
experiences. D’Andrade (1995) also cites Piaget (1952) and Bartlett (1932) who both 
used the term ‘schema’ to illustrate how the experiences of children and adults 
m
s in particular ar
 
Schema Theory 
Schema theory asserts that a significant amount of the information entering the 
human brain is organised and mediated by either learned or innate cognitive 
structures, and the information is processed by a collection of elements contained in 
the schema (D’Andrade, 1995) A schema may be called a “cognitive entity” 
(D’Andrade, 1995, p.132), and not only represents information but also processes it. 
As D’Andrade (ibid., p.136) points out: “[S]chemas are a kind of mental recognition 
‘device’ which creates a complex interpretation from minimal inputs; it is not just a 
‘picture’ in the mind”. This knowledge  69
or prior knowledge (ibid.), which indicates how past engagement may be considered 
Next, in D’Andrade’s view, a schema should not be considered dichotomous with a 
non-sch
uch a degree of schemacity, 
the convention of calling highly schematic interpretations ‘schemas’ remains 
rength among individual students. In 
ther words, some schemas may not be so well-formed within the particular student 
nd therefore may be less resistant to change.  
to influence participation in learning.  
 
ema. He explains this in his definition of the term: 
 
A schema is an interpretation which is frequent, well organized, memorable, 
which can be made from minimal cues, contains one or more prototypic 
instantiations, is resistant to change, etc. While it would be more accurate to 
speak always of interpretations with such and s
in effect in the cognitive literature (1992, p.29). 
 
If a schema is ‘weak’, then it lacks the power of a ‘strong’ schema to organize 
thought and make meaning, and the word “schemacity” conveys well the idea that 
there is great variation in the strength of schemas. Strauss and Quinn (1997) develop 
this idea by maintaining that a schema is learned by participating in a particular 
activity, and by gradually strengthening associations between elements, so better-
known schemas come more easily than ones which are less familiar. This notion of 
schemacity was helpful for interpreting the findings because it allows a 
conceptualisation of schemas as varying in st
o
a
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). This definition is congruent with Loftus’ (1979) 
osition that we may experience features of a ‘typical’ event that have not occurred 
seeing the text. Therefore, viewing schemas as being ‘intersubjectively shared’ 
 
Cultural Schemas 
D’Andrade bases his notion of the cultural element inherent in schemas on his 
understanding of schema theory. He describes a cultural schema in this way: “A 
schema is intersubjectively shared when everybody in the group knows the schema, 
and everybody knows that everyone knows that everyone knows the schema” (1987, 
p.113). He suggests that “[o]ne result of intersubjective sharing is that interpretations 
made about the world on the basis of [cultural schema] are treated as if they were 
obvious facts of the world” (ibid.
p
in the specific event in question.  
 
Freeman et al.’s (1987) finding that existing schemas are well-formed, and will ‘fill 
in the blanks’ if any information is missing, also supports D’Andrade’s definition in 
that our schemas provide us with a subjective experience in line with our 
expectations, and expectations arise from our schemas. Gee (1997) maintains that 
this is often very useful; indeed, a cultural schema attached to the sort of situated 
meanings one expects to find in certain texts is so strong at times that a reader does 
not actually have to see the text in order to answer the questions. For example, if the 
reader knows that a text subscribes to a Romantic-Traditional view of literature, and 
s/he knows that view includes the cultural schema that truth and beauty transcend 
cultures and time, then s/he should be able to answer questions on this theme without   71
shows how significantly participation in learning may be influenced by differing 
cultural schemas. This influence becomes even more conspicuous when participation 
 occurring in a cross-cultural learning environment. 
that 
tudents who display an independent schema do not focus on relationships at all. 
is
 
Further, cultural schemas across cultures may not be completely different but may 
vary according to the priority placed on particular elements of the schema 
(D’Andrade, 1995). This is particularly important for the present study in that the 
influence of culture on student participation in cross-cultural learning environments 
may be the degree to which the students exhibit certain behaviour based on the 
priority the schema gives to certain values. For example, in the present study the 
emerging theme of the students’ strong focus on relationships may be linked to an 
interdependent schema, as discussed in the next section, but this is not to say 
s
 
D’Andrade (1995) cites Lutz’ (1987) study of the Ifaluk people of the Western 
Caroline Islands of Micronesia as an example. The Ifaluks’ folk model of the mind 
seems to distinguish between thoughts, feelings, and desires in a similar way to the 
Western folk model, but they have different understandings; emotion, for example, is 
considered to be more social than the Western concept, where emotion is a psycho-
physiological internal state only loosely linked to external social situations. For the 
Ifaluk, a person’s emotion elicits a very direct emotional response in their 
companions, so they feel a sense of emotional responsibility: “The expectation of an 
important degree of emotional symbiosis between individuals is implicitly outlined 
in Ifaluk emotion theory” (Lutz, 1987, p.297). It is the degree of emotional symbiosis   72
at stake that makes the Ifaluk’s cultural schema of emotion different from the 
Western cultural schema. Therefore, although emotional symbiosis is relevant in a 
Western cultural schema of emotion, the cultural value placed on independence 
serves to undermine emotional responsibility for others, and consequently, the Ifaluk 
rioritise emotional responsibility to a greater degree.  
e the 
ow of daily events and behaviour into a larger meaningful framework (ibid.). 
p
 
Another example of the degree of priority placed on particular values in cultural 
schemas can be related to the cultural schema of independence. When this schema is 
very strong, parents often consider developmental stages to be real things that are 
inside their children, and interpret them as their children’s way of becoming 
independent (Gee, 1997). Even though the behaviour may be potentially negative, it 
is seen in terms of the valued notion of independence. To illustrate, if a little girl gets 
upset when her mother is dressing her, her mother may say that it is a stage which the 
girl is going through, and will attribute this ‘stage’ to the fact that the little girl wants 
to be more independent, and dress herself (ibid.). Theories like this one fit into the 
existing cultural schema of independence, and therefore help people to organiz
fl
 
In the systemic model of participation, the South Sudanese students’ participation in 
the Australian learning environments was consequently taken to be influenced by 
students’ inferred cultural schemas. The cross-cultural source of influence was 
inferred by expectations, and these expectations were conceptualised as being 
directly related to cultural schemas. In other words, expectations were assumed to 
both inform and arise from schemas. Further, schemacity was assumed to be related   73
to schemas’ resistance to change. The degree to which certain values are prioritised 
in a particular cultural schema was also taken into account in the systemic model of 
participation. Values may not have differed from values found within the learning 
environment, but the degree to which they were prioritised may have been different, 
and this was assumed to constitute a salient influence on student participation. The 
umbrella cultural schemas used in the systemic model of participation to infer 
cultural influences on student participation are taken from Markus and Kitayama’s 
991, 2003) work reviewed below. 
 
ill vary 
 the extent to which they are good cultural representatives” (ibid., p. 226).  
(1
Markus and Kitayama 
In the systemic model of participation the cultural source of influence is inferred 
through self construal. The concept of self construal is taken from Markus and 
Kitayama (1991, 2003). Grounding their research in cultural schema theory (e.g., 
D.Andrade, 1981, 1984; Holland and Quinn, 1987), Markus and Kitayama (1991) 
conceptualise two fundamental cultural schemas: the schemas of independent and 
interdependent self construal. When self construal is independent, people see 
themselves as autonomous and separate from other people. Other terms which 
Markus and Kitayama cite for this concept include ‘individualist’, ‘egocentric’, and 
‘idiocentric’ (1991). Although they assume that more individuals in Western cultures 
conform to this kind of self construal, they acknowledge that “individuals w
in
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Table 3: Models of Agency – Omitted 
(Markus and Kitayama’s [2003, p.7] Models of Agency Table) 
ong the most general and 
verarching schemata of the individual’s self-system”.  
                                                
 
 
In contrast, when self construal is interdependent, people have a high need for a 
sense of belonging and connectedness; they want to maintain the status quo in order 
to promote interpersonal harmony (ibid.). In other words, “multiple ties and social 
entailments are the basis of being a person” for individuals who experience an 
interdependent self construal (Markus and Kitayama, 2003, p.16). Other terms for 
interdependent self construal include collective, allocentric and relational (Markus 
and Kitayama, 1991). Markus and Kitayama (1991, p.230) view “the independent 
versus interdependent construals of self [to be] am
o
 
Markus and Kityama (2003) relate the cultural schemas of independent and 
interdependent self construal to disjoint and conjoint cultural models of agency to 
show how independent and interdependent understandings of self are ‘acted on’. 
They view cultural models of agency as helping “individuals to interpret, experience, 
and create meaning in their social worlds” (ibid., p.18) and, in this way, cultural 
models are similar to cultural schemas
7. Disjoint agency is theorised as being 
“constructed as personal and bounded within the individual” (ibid., p.7). Conjoint 
 
7 The only difference in Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) usage of the term ‘cultural schema’ 
and their (2003) usage of the term cultural model appears to be their focus on agency, and 
their incorporation of the independent and interdependent self into this focus on agency.   75
agency, on the other hand, refers to agency where “socially important others and 
institutions, and relations with those others and institutions, are focal and are 
necessary for authentic or good action” (ibid., p.9-10). Markus and Kitayama (2003, 
p.6) view disjoint and conjoint agency as “implicit frameworks of ideas and practices 
about how to be that construct the actions of the self, of others, and the relationships 
among those actions”, They view the agents as usually being unconscious of the 
models which they are enacting. Examples of conjoint and disjoint agency are given 
 Table 3 above. 
ntral element in a cultural schema 
eveloped during participation in past practices.  
in
 
The decision to adopt Markus’ and Kitayama’s (1991, 2003) understanding of self 
construal, and the corresponding cultural model of conjoint agency, to infer the 
cultural source of influence in the systemic model of participation was made in order 
to engage theory with a salient theme emerging in the data. This theme was students’ 
strong focus on relationships, as mentioned earlier in the section. Also, Triandis 
(2005) claims that many African cultures are collectivist. Other literature further 
emphasises the importance of the group in African cultures (e.g., Peddle et al., 1999) 
and the focus on sharing in African definitions of community (Sindima, 1995). In 
Markus’ and Kitayama’s (1991) discussion on an interdependent self construal, a 
focus on relationships is central. As a result, the schema was perceived to be a useful 
way of relating the emerging theme to a conceptualisation of how the students’ 
strong focus on relationships may have been a ce
d
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Therefore, it is Markus’ and Kitayama’s theorisation of an interdependent self 
construal which is used in the present study. Because cultural schemas are inferred 
through participation in the systemic model of participation, the way an 
interdependent cultural schema is ‘acted on’ is the main focus. This approach is 
assumed to include the notion of the conjoint model in Table 3 since the conjoint 
model’s focus is agency. In keeping with Markus’ and Kitayama’s theorisation, the 
schema of interdependent self construal is assumed to be fundamental and therefore 
resistant to change. In contrast, expectations are assumed to be more variable. 
xpectations as a way of inferring the cross-cultural source of influence are now 
discussed. 
fers to Markus’ and Kitayama’s (1991) idea of interdependent self 
onstrual as underpinning students’ difficulties in adjusting to new expectations of 
E
 
Volet 
In the systemic model of participation, the cross-cultural source of influence is 
inferred through expectations. This inference derives from Volet’s (1999) study on 
the cross-cultural learning transfer of international students from a Confucian 
Heritage Culture (CHC) at university in Australia. Although Volet grounds her study 
in recent situated cognition research (e.g., Brown, Collins and Duguid, 1989; Rogoff, 
1990; Greeno, 1997, 1998), her research and findings are compatible with the 
cultural schemas and models of agency discussed previously in this section. For 
example, she re
c
independence. 
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Volet’s focus is on the individual in a social environment, or “person-in-context”, 
and in her study she “examines the effectivities-affordances interface in individuals’ 
transfer of cognitions, motivations, and dispositions related to learning across broad 
cultural-educational contexts” (1999, p.626). She investigates the influence of the 
degree of congruence between students’ and teachers’ expectations on learning 
transfer in cross-cultural environments. In the present study, Volet’s investigation 
was found to be a useful way of engaging theory with a significant theme to emerge 
in the data: the influence of students’ and teachers’ differing expectations on student 
rms of participation. Cross-cultural learning transfer and expectations/assumptions 
as cross-cu cording to 
s considered to be a 
ubstantial degree of congruence in cases where individuals are learning in a learning 
                                                
fo
ltural influences on student participation are now addressed ac
Volet’s study and their relevance to the systemic model of participation. 
 
Congruence with Respect to Cross-Cultural Learning Transfer 
In her study, Volet focuses on the assumptions and expectations involved in cross-
cultural learning transfer. She points outs that: “Although assumptions and 
expectations are often tacit, their specific and unique characteristics become salient 
when newcomers are joining the activity and are trying to transfer their knowledge 
and skills acquired in a different context within the new setting” (1999, p. 627). 
Volet is particularly concerned with congruence, which she defines as “the product 
of mutual dynamic interactions between individuals’ effectivities and the 
affordances
8  of the environment” (1999, p.627). There i
s
 
8 Volet (1999) uses Gibson’s (1979) definition of affordances – see the review of Rubinstein 
(2001) in the next section for this definition.   78
environment to which they are “attuned” or accustomed, for example. This 
assumption is adopted in the systemic model of participation. 
 
In the case of Volet’s (1999) study and similarly to the present research, students 
were participating in learning environments to which they were unaccustomed, and 
there were varying degrees of congruence between the expectations and assumptions 
the students brought with them from their previous learning environments and the 
xpectations and assumptions of their teachers. From these varying degrees of 
 
 associate failure with not making an effort, and this fitted well with the 
 there is some variation in opinion in the 
ian Heritage Culture at University in 
ustralia: Sociocultural Appropriateness of Transfer of Learning from Home to Host 
e
congruence Volet extrapolates four different types of transfer: appropriate, 
ambivalent, difficult, and inappropriate.  
 
For Volet, if learning transfer based on expectations and assumptions is appropriate 
then there is a high degree of congruence between the past and present learning 
environments. For example, Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) students were found
to
expectations and assumptions of the academic staff in the Australian university they 
attended. If learning transfer is ambivalent,
 
Table 4: International Students from Confuc
A
Cultural-Educational Context – Omitted  
 
(Taken from Volet [1999, p. 629]) 
   79
new environment as to whether the expectation or assumption is constructive for 
learning. In the case of the CHC students, an example of this was found to be 
memorising academic content or following instructions very closely. If learning 
transfer is difficult, there is a lack of congruence between teacher-student 
expectations; CHC students’ often not participating in university tutorials was a case 
in point. Finally, inappropriate learning transfer refers to expectations or assumptions 
at are unacceptable in the new learning environment, such as copying word-for-
word, co dered a 
al influences on student participation. 
here were found to be instructional practices which the students assumed to be 
th
nsidered plagiarising in an Australian university context, and consi
legitimate learning strategy by many CHC students. These examples of the different 
types of learning transfer, along with other examples, are given in Table 4. 
 
Expectations as Cross-Cultural Influences on Student Participation 
Volet’s (1999) discussion of learning transfer across cultures appears to support an 
understanding of expectations as cross-cultur
T
representative of good teaching independent of cultural context, and therefore the 
students had the (often misguided) expectation that these instructional practices 
would be occurring in an Australian context.  
 
Volet (1999) gives teachers’ availability outside class as an example of this kind of 
universally ‘good’ instructional practice. In CHC countries, such as Japan and China, 
one-on-one consultation with the teacher outside class is common and the teachers 
do relatively less teaching to allow for this (Stevenson and Stigler, cited in Volet, 
1999). In an Australian university context, students are expected to participate more   80
in class, namely in tutorial discussions. However, Volet and Kee (1993) found that 
many CHC students did not want to waste the teacher’s time by asking questions in 
class. Students’ misguided expectations concerning the cross-cultural learning 
environment, informed by participation in learning environments to which they were 
accustomed, could be understood as a cross-cultural influence on participation. 
xpectations developed in one cultural context are applied to another cultural 
tes “acceptable cognitions and behaviours”; her 
otion of ambiguous transfer mentioned earlier illustrates this point. Individual 
difference is acknowledged in the p , but it is the group of individuals 
E
context. This type of student expectation (and whether or not there is evidence of 
change) is the focus of the cross-cultural source of influence in the systemic model of 
participation. 
 
Volet recognises that lack of congruence in expectations and assumptions can be a 
matter of individual difference, but maintains that “the lack of congruence is more 
salient when a large group of individuals who have been acculturated with different 
preferred forms of participation enter a new learning setting” (1999, p.637) as is the 
case in the present research. She discusses this issue in terms of sociocultural 
appropriateness, and considers this appropriateness to be subjective in that there is no 
clear consensus on what constitu
n
resent study
participating in a new cross-cultural learning environment which constitutes the 
focus, similarly to Volet’s focus.  
 
Summary   81
The perspectives of D’Andrade (1987, 1995), Markus and Kitayama (1991, 2003), 
and Volet (1999) were used to interpret significant themes emerging in the data in 
the present study. These themes were the degree of congruence between students’ 
and teachers’ expectations and the students’ strong focus on relationships. The 
former theme was interpreted in the cross-cultural source of influence in the systemic 
model of participation, and the latter theme in the cultural source of influence. 
D’Andrade’s theorisation of cultural schemas was assumed to be a way to show how 
students’ participation in past practices informed their present engagement. His view 
that cultural schemas inform expectations was also adopted in the cross-cultural 
source of influence. Markus’ and Kitayama’s (1991, 2003) notion of interdependent 
elf construal as a fundamental cultural schema was employed in the cultural source 
 
n agency rather than the cognitive processes discussed in this section was 
strumental in the development of this idea. The next section discusses opportunities 
nd the social source of influence in the systemic model of participation. Theories of 
s
of influence as a way to explore the students’ relationship focus. Finally, Volet’s 
(1999) idea that the degree of congruence between teachers’ and students’ 
expectations can influence cross-cultural learning transfer was used to interpret the 
influence of ‘expectation congruence’ on student participation. 
 
However, the perspectives of these theorists could only be used in the systemic 
model of participation to theorise ways in which the cross-cultural and cultural 
sources of influence could be inferred by emerging themes. The other main theme to 
emerge in the data was the influence of opportunities on student participation. 
Opportunities were conceptualised to infer a social source of influence, and a focus
o
in
a  82
agency are  cCaslin’s 
er. 
ubinstein (2001) was the other theorist used to conceptualise the social source of 
the focus of the section as they were found to expand upon M
(2004, in press) notion of co-regulation discussed in the first section of this chapter.  
 
 
 
SOCIAL SOURCE OF INFLUENCE ON PARTICIPATION 
The sociological perspectives of Giddens (1979) and Rubinstein (2001) were used to 
conceptualise how the social source of influence could be inferred in the systemic 
model of participation. Their perspectives on agency were found to add to the 
sociocultural perspectives discussed in the first section.  
In his theory of agency, Giddens’ (1979) focuses on transformations made by 
different ‘actors’ rather than working from the sociocultural perspective of an 
“individual-operating-with-mediational-means”, or mediated action (Wertsch, 1995, 
p.64). This adds to McCaslin’s (2004, in press) idea of teacher-student and student-
student co-regulation discussed in the first section because Giddens discusses 
outcomes generated by social interactions. Using Giddens’ approach, the focus can 
move to changes in teaching and learning practices generated by teacher-student and 
student-student social interaction, and away from the transformative nature of 
appropriation (Rogoff, 1995), also discussed in the first section of this chapt
R
influence and opportunities. His conceptualisation of opportunities as helping to 
create the grounds for agency, as well as the connections he makes between Gibson’s 
(1977) definition of affordances and Heft’s (1989) definition of opportunities, were 
used to infer the social source of influence in the systemic model of participation.   83
 
Even though Giddens (1979) predates the theorists of the first section, he is reviewed 
in this final section due to the interdisciplinary nature of the present study. Also, this 
chapter is structured according to how theories were used to engage with emerging 
themes in the data. Giddens’ perspective was mainly used to conceptualise the social 
source of influence in the systemic model of participation. Although McCaslin, as 
mentioned above, was also used to conceptualise this source of influence, her 
erspective was discussed in the first section because her ideas on participation, 
identity and sources of influence un  whole model. Giddens provides a 
bracket time” by “‘taking a snapshot’ of society, or ‘freezing’ it in an instant” (1979, 
p
derpin the
sociological perspective which complements the approaches of the theorists 
reviewed in the first section. Rubinstein’s (2001) perspective on agency is discussed 
after Giddens (1979) in this section. His ideas develop those of Giddens.   
 
Giddens 
Similarly to Rogoff (1995) in her discussion on participation, Giddens views action 
and structure to be inseparable in his theory of agency, or to “presuppose one 
another” (1979, p.53). He  explores the link between agency and structure by 
claiming that “the structural properties of social systems are both the medium and the 
outcome of the practices that constitute those systems” (ibid., 69). In other words, 
“[s]tructure […] is not to be conceptualised as a barrier to action, but as essentially 
involved in its production” (ibid., p.70). First, Giddens focuses on the continuity of 
actions to illustrate the central importance of structure in agency, and maintains that 
human agency contains the element of temporality. He argues against “the attempt to   84
p.62), and maintains that “every process of action is a production of something new, 
a fresh act; but at the same time all action exists in continuity with the past, which 
upplies the meaning of its initiation” (ibid., p.70). This understanding of agency is 
e dependent, and the most 
ependent actor or party in a relationship retains some autonomy” (Giddens, 1979, 
teacher-student and student-student social interactions. 
s
similar to Wenger’s (1998) notion of participation, discussed earlier in the chapter, in 
that past engagement is taken to inform present engagement and, as a result, both 
past and present engagement constitute participation.  
 
Giddens (1979) develops this idea further. He considers activities or practices to 
exist in the context of rules generated by social systems over time. Archer (1996, 
p.185) supports this view by asserting that “[t]here are causal relationships between 
groups and individuals at the [sociocultural] level”. Giddens, refers to this latter as 
the element of power in his formulation of agency, arguing that “the concept of 
action is logically tied to that of power, where the latter notion is understood as 
transformative capacity” (ibid., p.88). That is to say, action is participation in 
external events with outcomes being generated either intentionally or unintentionally. 
This includes the idea that an individual could have acted differently, and therefore 
has a certain degree of autonomy. Nevertheless, “[p]ower relations […] are always 
two-way, even if the power of one actor or party in a social relation is minimal 
compared to another. Power relations are relations of autonomy and dependence, but 
even the most autonomous agent is in some degre
d
p.93). This allows for McCaslin’s (2007) understanding of co-regulation, and the 
construct of transformative capacity could be used to conceptualise the dynamics of   85
 
Therefore, Gidden’s (1979) notions of temporality and power in his theory of agency 
are relevant to the systemic model of participation. The idea of temporality supports 
Wenger’s conceptualisation of participation
9 and Giddens’ understanding of power is 
used in the conceptualisation of the social source of influence. First, Giddens’ 
theorisation of temporality acknowledges continuity with past actions and, as a 
result, he argues that present actions should not be examined as discrete entities. 
Influences on participation in the systemic model of participation are therefore 
conceptualised as originating both from the students’ past and present (inter)actions. 
Second, Giddens’ idea of two-way power relations in agency, along with McCaslin’s 
(2004, in press) construct of co-regulation, was used in the social source of influence 
to conceptualise how opportunities influence student participation. These power 
lations refer to the ways in which teachers and students modify teaching and 
learning practices both intentionally and unintentionally (and also unequally) through 
ess the concept of culture in his theory of agency, culture and 
pportunity are integrated in Rubinstein’s (2001) formulation of action. Rubinstein 
views 
argues 
                                                
re
their actions.  
 
Rubinstein 
In contrast to Giddens (1979) who, through his notion of temporality, does not 
directly addr
o
action as grounded in the dynamic relationship of these two concepts. He 
that:  
 
9 To be precise, it is Wenger’s idea which supports that of Giddens given the chronology of 
the ideas.  
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oth cultural imperatives and 
opportunities, but is a trager of neither. While both forms of determination 
e were discussed in the previous section. 
owever, Rubinstein’s theorisation of opportunities was used to engage with the 
A dialectical understanding of culture and opportunity creates grounds for 
agency […] The actor is modelled as engaging b
are acknowledged, agency is preserved in the ability of the actor to critically 
engage each in light of the other (2001, p.150).  
 
Rubinstein sees cultural legacies or schemas mediating or constituting opportunities 
and vice versa. In his words, “Actors articulate, or ‘read’, culture in light of the array 
of opportunities. At the same time, opportunities are ‘read’ or constituted in light of 
cultural resources” (ibid., p.142). From this argument, culture and opportunity may 
be understood as influences on action and, by extrapolation, participation. In the 
systemic model of participation the influence of culture is conceptualised in terms of 
cultural schemas and expectations, and thes
H
theme emerging in the data that opportunities were significantly influencing student 
participation in the learning environments. 
 
Rubinstein (2001) theorises opportunities in greater depth than McCaslin (in press), 
discussed in the first section. He conceptualises opportunities as synonymous with 
James Gibson’s notion of affordances. Gibson (1977, p.68) considers the 
“affordances of the environment” to be “what it offers animals, what it provides or 
furnishes, for good or ill”. Gibson takes as a starting point the Gestalt psychologists’ 
understanding that an item’s value is often understood in the same way as attributes   87
such as colour are perceived; for example, a door ‘wants’ to be walked through. 
However, he goes on to claim that “[t]he affordance of something does not change as 
the need of the observer changes […] The object offers what it does because it is 
what it is” (Gibson, 1977, p.78). He conceives of an affordance to be “uniquely 
hermore, opportunity conceptualised in this way can also be 
nked to changes occurring through participation, or Giddens’ (1979) notion of 
                                                
suited” to an individual either positively or negatively, in spite of the possibility that 
the affordance may be misperceived; “a thief may look like an honest man” (ibid., 
p.81), for example
10.  
Rubinstein (2001) also cites Heft’s (1989) definition of an opportunity, which 
supports Gibson’s conceptualisation of an affordance. Heft (cited in Rubinstein, 
2001, p.138) claims that an opportunity lies “neither in the object nor in the mind of 
the beholder […] it emerges from their relationship”. These relationships with 
objects occur in the social world, and therefore are taken to include the notion of 
social interaction; objects are not only taken to be inanimate, and consequently 
include other people. This perspective was used in the systemic model of 
participation since opportunity can be viewed as directly linked to relationships in 
the social world. Furt
li
transformative capacity, since transformation (change) may be understood to occur 
through opportunity.  
 
 
10 The construct of affordances, based on Gibson’s (1977) definition, is also used in Volet’s 
(1999) person-in-context approach discussed in the previous section. Rubinstein’s (2001) 
sociological approach to affordances was chosen for the present study due to the way he 
relates affordances/opportunities to agency. 
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Next, Rubinstein (2001) acknowledges that there is no absolute distinction between 
culture and opportunities/affordances. In his view, not only can environmental 
affordances result from culture, but culture itself can be an affordance. He gives the 
example of a spoon – a cultural object which normally “affords eating”, but the same 
spoon can afford a prisoner a tool for digging his/her way out of prison. Therefore, 
multiple affordances can be assigned to a cultural object. Poortinga (2003) supports 
this view that culture and opportunity cannot be decisively separated in his 
iscussion on the interdependence of opportunities and constraints. Poortinga argues 
rength of students’ attachment to particular cultural schemas. Rubinstein also 
onsiders flexibility to be essential in a theory of agency, and this includes both the 
d
that, once opportunities have been seized at some point in history, they may help to 
shape the culture of a particular group of people, which is then likely to have a 
“constraining effect” on further opportunities, or the “probability of other choices”.  
 
Based on this lack of absolute distinction, Rubinstein (2001, p.150) views an actor as 
being able to “critically engage” with both culture and opportunity in that an actor is 
able to interpret cultural rules opportunistically. However, culture also has a 
controlling effect on “the unrestrained pursuit of self-interest” (2001, p.151). These 
ideas are adopted in the systemic model of participation in terms of schemacity, or 
the st
c
degree and type of agency. In other words, “[o]pportunities can be more or less 
structured” and cultural “rules vary in the degree of agency allowed” (ibid., p.156-
57).  
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Rubinstein’s perspective was used in the systemic model of participation mainly for 
his views on the role of opportunities in agency. In the model opportunities are 
conceptualised as emerging through a relationship – in the case of the systemic 
model of participation, opportunities emerge through teacher-student and student-
student interaction. Opportunities are also conceptualised in terms of students’ 
”. This approach is taken in the systemic model of participation. An 
xamination of opportunities and modified teaching and learning practices through 
participation place the focus on the ag ultural influences place the focus on 
present  engagement in the learning environment. In addition, Rubinstein’s 
understanding of variations in the interpretation of cultural rules relates to the cross-
cultural and cultural sources of influence. Students’ interpretation of new cultural 
rules and subsequent forms of participation are conceptualised in terms of changes 
in/ negotiation of existing cultural schemas. 
Rubinstein (2001, p.157) concludes by claiming that “explanations should sometimes 
focus on the ‘cows’ – that is agents – and sometimes on the ‘fences’ – the constraints 
on action
e
ents, and c
the constraints on action. Incorporating a focus on both agents and constraints into 
the systemic model of participation allows an examination of the dynamics between 
the two. 
 
Summary 
The sociological perspectives of Giddens (1979) and Rubinstein (2001) were mainly 
adopted in the systemic model of participation in order to engage with an emerging 
theme of opportunities significantly influencing student participation. This theme 
emerged during initial collection of the data in the present study. First, Giddens’   90
conceptualisation of transformative capacity was used in the systemic model of 
participation in order to focus on changes in actual teaching and learning practices as 
a result of opportunities generated in the learning environment. Also, Giddens’ 
(1979) notion of the temporal nature of agency allowed for an understanding of 
continuity in student participation and emphasised Wenger’s (1998) idea that past 
ngagement in practices has the potential to influence present engagement. Next, 
Rubinstein’s (2001) theorisation of opportunity and culture creating the grounds for 
 
of D’Andrade (1987, 
1995), Markus and Kitayama (1991, 2003), and Volet (1999). Once significant 
themes had begun to emerge during data collection, engaging with the ideas of these 
selected theorists assisted in formulating and refining the systemic model of 
participation used to interpret the findings of the present study. The systemic model  
                                                
e
agency was adopted in the systemic model of participation. Rubinstein’s 
conceptualisation of opportunities, as based on Gibson’s (1977) and Heft’s (1989) 
definitions, was also adopted in the model.  
 
CONCLUSION 
Student participation and the sources of influence on this participation in cross-
cultural learning environments were theorised in this chapter by synthesising the 
sociocultural perspectives of Wenger (1998), McCaslin (2004, in press), and Rogoff 
(1995, 2003), the sociological perspectives of Giddens (1979) and Rubinstein (2001),
and the anthropological
11 and psychological perspectives 
 
11  D’Andrade (1995) refers to the field in which he works as cognitive anthropology. 
However, there appears to be some overlap between the fields of cultural/cross-cultural 
psychology and cognitive anthropology. D’Andrade’s (1987, 1995) work on cultural 
schemas appeared to straddle both fields.    91
of participation is presented and discussed in the next chapter  92
                                                         Chapter Four 
A Systemic Model of Student Participation in 
Cross-Cultural Learning Environments
 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the systemic model of participation used 
to interpret the findings of the study. The research questions that guided the 
empirical study were generated by this model, and are also presented. The model 
is presented as a systemic model of student participation in cross-cultural 
learning environments because it provides a systemic approach to the exploration 
of student participation in cross-cultural learning. The theoretical perspectives 
discussed in the previous chapter underpin the model. However, McCaslin’s (in 
press) co-regulation model of emergent identity provided the inspiration for how 
to synthesise these different perspectives. McCaslin’s model is therefore 
presented and discussed in this chapter before moving to a discussion of the 
systemic model of participation.  
 
In the proposed systemic model of participation, sources of influence on student 
participation are conceptualised as cross-cultural, cultural and social. It is 
assumed that these sources of influence can be explored through: (1) accounts of 
expectations, (2) observed practices leading to inferred self construal and (3) 
opportunities emerging in student-teacher interactions. The cross-cultural and 
cultural sources of influence are assumed to affect student participation through 
the students’ identity, conceptualised as identity-in-practice. The social source of 
influence is assumed to affect participation through teacher-student agency.   93
Overlap and tensions among these sources of influence are also expected to 
influence student participation in the model.   
 
The chapter is divided into three main sections. In the first section McCaslin’s (in 
press) co-regulation model of emergent identity is presented and discussed. In the 
second section the systemic model of participation is presented and discussed as 
the conceptual framework of the research. Finally, in the third section, the 
research questions generated by the model are outlined.  
 
McCASLIN’S MODEL 
The systemic model of participation refined to interpret the findings of this study 
was inspired by McCaslin’s (in press) co-regulation model of emergent identity. 
McCaslin’s model offered a way to synthesise theoretical perspectives which 
were adopted as a way of engaging with emerging themes in the data. Also, some 
of the main assumptions on which McCaslin’s model is based were adopted in 
the systemic model of participation
1.    
 
Working in the area of motivation, McCaslin developed the identity model shown 
in Figure 1 below to conceptualise the role of motivation in the development of 
identity. She views identity to be closely linked to motivation, and she considers 
motivation to be more than deliberate choice. For McCaslin, although motivation 
                                                 
1 It is acknowledged that other work, such as Norton’s (2000) ethnographic account of 
the learning (and social) experiences of a group of immigrant women in Canada, and her 
subsequent notion of ‘investment’, broadly addresses the same issues as McCaslin’s 
model. However, it was McCaslin’s model in particular which inspired the theoretical 
framework outlined in this chapter since she has such a strong theoretical focus on the 
individual in terms of participation and identity. This allowed an exploration of the 
influence of students’ past experiences as well as their current social experiences in the 
Australian learning environment. 
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includes “the ‘choices’ we appear to make, the goals we strive to reach, and our 
own and others’ beliefs about what that means, both now and for the future”, 
choices are not always mindful, and individual choice is not always possible 
(ibid., in press
2).  
 
McCaslin’s identity model is based on three main assumptions. First, identity 
emerges through participation and validation. Second, cultural, social, and 
personal elements influence identity, and the relationships among these cultural, 
social, and personal sources of influence co-regulate the emergence of identity. 
Third, for McCaslin, the relationships among the three sources of influence also 
co-regulate student motivation. The co-regulation of the personal, social and 
cultural sources of influence are conceptualised as motivational dynamics 
involving struggle and negotiation. Each aspect of McCaslin’s co-regulation 
model of emergent identity is now discussed in turn. 
 
First, in McCaslin’s view, the personal, social and cultural are “primary” sources 
of influence in that they are derived from the primary focus of psychology, social 
psychology, as well as anthropology and sociology. These three primary sources 
of influence impact on identity in different ways. The personal source of 
influence is viewed in terms of biology, dispositions and readiness, which are 
examined from a sociocultural perspective, as described in the literature review: 
“as they ‘are’ to the individual; as they are ‘expected’ by the culture; and as they 
are ‘validated’ by others” (McCaslin, in press). This personal source of influence  
 
                                                 
2 As the publication is currently in press, the page number is not available.   95
Figure 1: McCaslin’s Co-Regulation Model of Emergent Identity
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explores individual potential. Next, the cultural source of influence establishes 
“what is considered probable for the evolution of personal, social, and cultural 
institutions”, and “sets the norms and challenges that influence sociocultural 
structures (e.g., schools)” (ibid.). Culture is conceptualised as having an effect on 
social relationships and biology in the form of cultural expectations. For 
example, gender may replace the idea of sex, and ethnicity the idea of race. 
McCaslin considers these expectations to be affected in turn by how useful they 
seem to the individual, and the individual’s social interactions and personal 
experiences. She understands the expectations to be subject to variation; hence 
the use of the term ‘probable’. 
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The third source of influence presented on McCaslin’s identity model is the 
social source of influence. McCaslin describes social influences as “those 
situations, opportunities and relationships that are practicable, that can and do 
influence how people cope with and adapt to everyday situations and activity” (in 
press). She considers this social source of influence not to be distributed 
equitably, since individuals experience different degrees of opportunity. 
McCaslin gives the example of single or working parents who perhaps have less 
opportunity than other parents to interact with their children as a case in point 
(ibid.). Opportunities and relationships can impact on cultural influences, for 
example through social action, and can also have an effect on personal 
influences, for example by “exerting pressure” (ibid.). Attempts to control 
obesity in the United States illustrate this point; there has been social action with 
regards to taking vending machines from schools, and also pressure on 
individuals to control their weight (ibid.). 
 
Finally, in her identity model, McCaslin conceptualises the three sources of 
influence on identity to interrelate. As indicated by the arrows in Figure 1, the 
sources of influence are assumed to press upon each other and together co-
regulate identity. McCaslin refers to the two-way ‘press’ between each of the 
sources of influence as ‘reciprocal press’ and co-regulation is assumed to occur 
through this reciprocal press. Co-regulation is conceptualised as a mutual 
regulation in which the sources of influence together “challenge, shape, and 
guide” emergent identity. The sources of influence also have different types of 
relationships between them, as shown on the diagram. The ‘press’ between the 
personal and cultural is conceptualised in terms of expectations and regulations,   97
the ‘press’ between the cultural and social in terms of sociocultural structures, 
and the ‘press’ between the social and personal in terms of activities and 
adaptations.  Reciprocal press is not understood to operate smoothly, and the 
press causes struggle and negotiation. There is tension between sources of 
influence which can be difficult to resolve and thus may require compromise. 
The arrows in the diagram point to successful compromise, but this resolution is 
considered to be temporary since the model is dynamic. 
 
In sum, McCaslin’s (in press) co-regulation model of emergent identity depicts 
identity as “participation in opportunity and interpersonal validation”. This 
emergent identity is co-regulated by the reciprocal relationships, or reciprocal 
press, among personal, cultural and social sources of influence. The relationships 
among the sources of influence are also understood to co-regulate student 
motivation. The sources of influence are inferred through biology, disposition, 
readiness (personal), norms and challenges (cultural), and opportunities and 
relationships (social). Finally, reciprocal press and co-regulation among the 
sources of influence are assumed frequently to involve tension, and compromise 
is assumed to be required to resolve this tension. Ways in which aspects of 
McCaslin’s identity model were adopted, expanded and modified in this study to 
generate a systemic model of participation in cross-cultural learning 
environments are now discussed. 
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THE SYSTEMIC MODEL OF PARTICIPATION 
The systemic model of participation in cross-cultural learning environments 
which was formulated in order to interpret the findings of the present research 
was based on some of the main assumptions underlying McCaslin’s identity 
model. First, as with McCaslin, identity was assumed to emerge through 
participation in the systemic model of participation. Although identity was no 
longer the main focus of the model, identity was conceptualised as the way in 
which particular sources of influence affected student participation. Next, 
McCaslin’s view that ‘choice’ in definitions of motivation is not always mindful, 
and motivation involves both struggle and negotiation, was applied in the 
systemic model of participation. However, motivation was replaced by 
participation, again due to the change in focus. In other words, struggle and 
negotiation, as well as the goals and beliefs in the definition of motivation given 
earlier in the section were assumed to also apply to participation.  
 
Furthermore, the systemic model of participation conceptualises sources of 
influence on participation in a similar way to McCaslin’s presentation of the 
sources of influence on emergent identity.  The sources of influence on emergent 
identity in McCaslin’s model were modified in order to accommodate significant 
themes emerging in the data, and to focus on cross-cultural learning 
environments in particular. The main change was the substitution of McCaslin’s 
personal source of influence with a cross-cultural source of influence, but 
changes were also made to the way the other sources of influence were 
conceptualised. These changes were a further result of the change of focus from 
emergent identity to participation. Finally, the relationship McCaslin   99
conceptualises among these sources of influence was applied to the systemic 
model of participation in modified form. Modifications were made to suit the 
conceptualisation of participation used in the systemic model of participation.  
 
In brief, McCaslin’s model was adapted in order to focus on student participation 
rather than emergent identity and motivation, and also to focus on themes 
emerging in the cross-cultural learning environments under study. In addition, it 
was found to be useful to conceptualise how each source of influence may be 
affecting participation explicitly, and relationships between each source of 
influence and participation were theorised, as well as relationships among the 
sources of influence. This section now presents an overview of the systemic 
model of participation followed by ways in which each part of the model was 
conceptualised. 
 
An Overview of the Model 
Figure 2 presents a systemic model of participation in cross-cultural learning 
environments. This model is presented as a systemic model because it provides a 
holistic approach for an exploration of adult South Sudanese student participation 
in Australian learning contexts. There are five main assumptions underlying the 
model. First, participation involves both ‘connection’ and ‘action’. Student 
participation occurs as a result of the integration of what is ‘carried’ in the head 
from past engagement (connection) and present engagement (action). This is 
taken from Wenger’s (1998) conceptualisation of participation. Second, three 
principal sources of influence on participation in cross-cultural learning are cross- 
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Figure 2: A Systemic Model of Student Participation in Cross-Cultural Learning 
Environments 
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cultural, cultural and social sources of influence, and these three dimensions 
interrelate.Third, the cross-cultural, cultural and social sources of influence can 
be explored through students’ and teachers’ accounts of expectations, observed 
practices leading to inferred self construal (and inferred expectations) and 
opportunities emerging in student-teacher interactions respectively. 
 
A fourth assumption is that students’ identities are influenced by students’ past 
and present engagement in practices in different ways. That is to say, it is 
assumed that identities formed during students’ engagement in past practices may 
change, remain unchanged, or be negotiated in present engagement. The sources 
of influence which affect participation through changed, unchanged or negotiated   101
identities are assumed to be the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence. 
The final main assumption is that the social source of influence affects 
participation through teacher-student agency. Teacher-student and student-
student social interactions are assumed to be co-regulated, or shaped and guided, 
by each of the participants involved. Participation and sources of influence are 
now discussed as they appear in the model. 
 
Participation and Sources of Influence 
Participation in a cross-cultural learning environment, as the main focus of the 
research, appears in the centre of the systemic model of participation shown in 
Figure 2. As mentioned in the overview of the model, student participation is 
conceptualised as influenced by experiences gained during past engagement 
which inform present engagement, as well as by the present engagement itself. In 
other words, students’ participation is assumed to occur ‘here and now’ but is 
influenced by their participation in past practices.  
 
Wenger’s (1998) notion of communities of practice is also used to conceptualise 
participation in the research. Participation is situated in practice, and this practice 
is understood in terms of communities of practice, or sites of mutual engagement, 
joint enterprise and shared repertoire. Therefore, participation in a cross-cultural 
learning environment, at the centre of the model, refers to participation in a 
particular site of shared practices. In addition, participation in the model is 
limited to participation in a cross-cultural learning environment due to the 
research focus. McCaslin’s (in press) personal source of influence, as indicated in 
the model in Figure 1, is replaced by a cross-cultural source of influence.   102
The cross-cultural source of influence is inferred through expectations as shown 
in Figure 2 at the top left of the systemic model of participation. Expectations are 
assumed to be cross-cultural in this source of influence, because both the 
students’ and teachers’ expectations are the focus, and the students are 
participating in a cross-cultural learning environment. A further assumption is 
made that the degree of congruence between students’ and teachers’ expectations 
may influence students’ participation. This assumption is derived from Volet’s 
(1999) notion of different types of cross-cultural learning transfer discussed in 
the previous chapter. For Volet, the degree of congruence between students and 
teachers’ expectations in a cross-cultural learning environment has the potential 
to influence learning transfer. In addition, Volet views students’ forms of 
participation as indicative of expectations. The relationships in the systemic 
model of participation are assumed to be bi-directional, as indicated in Figure 2, 
and this assumption is also reversed: Expectations are assumed to be indicative of 
forms of participation. Finally, due to the cross-cultural nature of this source of 
influence, students’ expectations which derive from their participation in past 
practices are the principal focus. Any changes in these expectations as a result of 
a low degree of congruence with teachers’ expectations can then be explored. 
 
Next, the cultural source of influence at the top right of the model is inferred 
through self construal. In the systemic model of participation, self construal is 
conceptualised according to Markus and Kitayama’s (1991, 2003) cultural 
schemas of independent and interdependent self construal. Markus’ and 
Kitayama view cultural schemas as frameworks of ideas which individuals use to 
interpret the social world. As discussed in Chapter Three, ‘independent self   103
construal’ refers to an understanding of oneself as separate from other people and 
autonomous, and ‘interdependent self construal’ refers to a strong focus on 
relationships and connectedness (ibid.). Finally, Markus and Kitayama’s use of 
the construct of cultural schemas corresponds with D’Andrade’s (1987, 1995) 
definition of a cultural schema as a ‘mental recognition device’ for interpreting 
the world which is shared among members of a particular group of people.  
 
In the systemic model of participation, self construal is positioned as a way to 
explore the cultural source of influence because it is assumed to be a relatively 
stable cultural schema. This assumption derives from Markus and Kitayama’s 
(1991) argument that independent and interdependent self construal are 
fundamental cultural schemas, or umbrella schemas which inform other schemas. 
In the systemic model of participation students are assumed to be strongly 
attached to their schema of self construal, as inferred through their observed 
participation. Self construal is therefore positioned as a cultural rather than cross-
cultural source of influence due to the perceived stability of self construal in 
relation to expectations. In other words, although self construal is not viewed as 
static, it is assumed that expectations may be subject to greater variation.  
 
Furthermore, interdependent self construal is the focus in the present study as a 
result of the predominantly inductive design of the research
3. In other words, 
fieldwork was initially conducted to observe for emerging themes, and the 
systemic model of participation was refined as fieldwork continued. The 
researcher was able to observe that the students were demonstrating a strong 
                                                 
3 Research design is discussed in the next chapter.   104
focus on relationships through their forms of participation in the initial stages of 
the fieldwork. Markus’ and Kitayama’s (1991) notion of the cultural schema of 
interdependent self construal was found to be a way to frame this aspect of the 
study. Also, an interdependent self construal is often attributed to different 
African cultures (see Triandis, 1995; Sindima, 1995; Peddle, 1999). The study 
therefore explores an assumption that interdependent self construal may be a 
significant influence on the participation of South Sudanese students in 
Australian learning environments. 
 
Next, like the social source of influence in McCaslin’s identity model, the social 
source of influence at the bottom of the systemic model of participation in Figure 
2 is inferred through opportunities. However, McCaslin uses opportunities to 
include parents and the wider community, as mentioned in the earlier section, and 
only student and teachers are the focus of opportunities in the systemic model of 
participation. Also, in the systemic model of participation, how opportunities 
influence participation is shown in the relationship indicated by a two-sided 
arrow between the social source of influence and participation. In other words, 
opportunities are assumed to influence participation through teacher-student 
agency. In McCaslin’s model, there is no explicit distinction made between 
opportunities and how the opportunities influence emergent identity. The 
assumption that opportunities influence student participation through teacher-
student agency is discussed further in the next section.    
 
In addition, opportunities in the social source of influence are conceptualised in 
terms of affordances. Gibson’s (1979, p.68) definition of affordances as what the   105
environment “provides” individuals “for good or ill” is used because it focuses on 
the dynamic reciprocal relationship between the individual and aspects of the 
environment. Opportunities are understood to arise when teachers and/or students 
act on affordances, or what the learning environment provides. This 
conceptualisation of opportunities relates to Heft’s (1987) definition of 
opportunities in which he views opportunities as arising from the relationship 
between an (animate or inanimate) object and its beholder
4. In the study a focus 
on social interaction is conveyed through the use of the term ‘opportunity’ and a 
focus on the organisation of the learning environment through ‘affordance’.  
 
Finally, McCaslin’s personal source of influence mentioned earlier in the chapter 
is not included in the systemic model of participation. However, this source of 
influence, inferred through sociocultural aspects of biology, dispositions and 
readiness, is distributed across the cross-cultural, cultural and social sources of 
influence. It is assumed that these personal aspects may be examined within each 
source of influence as they become relevant. The types of relationships between 
participation and the sources of influence in the model, as well as the type of 
relationship among the sources of influence, are now addressed.  
 
The Relationships in the Model 
The systemic model of participation offers a systemic approach to the exploration 
of student participation in cross-cultural learning environments, and this approach 
highlights the significance of the relationships in the model. The relationships are 
indicated by the two-sided arrows in Figure 2, and three types of relationship are 
                                                 
4 Both Gibson’s (1979) and Heft’s (1987) definitions are included in Rubinstein’s (2001) 
perspective on agency discussed in the previous chapter.   106
conceptualised: identity-in-practice, teacher-student agency, and reciprocal press. 
The first two types of relationships refer to the relationships of the inner model, 
whereas reciprocal press refers to the relationships of the outer model. 
 
First, the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence are understood to affect 
student participation through identity-in-practice, as presented in the inner model. 
The arrows indicating this relationship in Figure 2 are two-way because the 
relationship is two-way: Participation is also understood to influence expectations 
and self construal through change/lack of change in or negotiation of identities.  
 
Identity is defined as identity-in-practice to highlight a conceptualisation of 
identity as emerging through participation in practices. This relates to Wenger’s 
(1998, p.149-50) understanding of identity as the way in which “we experience 
ourselves through participation as well as by the ways we and others reify 
ourselves”. Students’ contextualised experience of themselves in different 
practices, as opposed to the way they reify themselves and others reify them, is 
the focus of identity-in-practice. Identity-in-practice represents the idea that 
identity emerges during present engagement in practices, and also the idea that 
identity has emerged during participation in past practices. This understanding of 
identity incorporates Wenger’s (1998) contention that identity is formed and 
negotiated by participation in particular communities of practice, and McCaslin’s 
(in press) understanding of identity as emerging through participation. 
 
Due to the emergence of identity in both past and present practices, identity-in-
practice is assumed to be constrained (by the influence of past practices on   107
present practices) as well as emergent in the cultural and cross-cultural sources of 
influence. Cultural schemas are conceptualised to act as a potential constraint on 
the emergence of identity for both sources of influence. Since cultural schemas 
are understood to be frameworks of ideas which are shared by members of a 
particular group (e.g., D’Andrade, 1987; Markus and Kitayama, 1991), it is 
assumed that particular frameworks of ideas are developed and reinforced 
through participation in the practices of a particular social group. In other words, 
it is assumed that students’ past experiences have formed their cultural schemas. 
These cultural schemas can be viewed as a constraining factor on students’ 
identity in the present learning environment, and therefore an aspect of their 
identity-in-practice.  
 
The proposed role of cultural schemas in identity-in-practice is relevant to both 
the cultural and cross-cultural sources of influence. In the cultural source of 
influence, the students’ identity-in-practice is assumed to be potentially 
constrained by the cultural schema of self construal. It is assumed that 
negotiation of this cultural schema as a result of identity emerging through 
students’ participation in present practices can be explored in terms of identity-
in-practice. As mentioned earlier in the discussion on the cultural source of 
influence in the systemic model of participation, the self construal schema is 
assumed to be a fundamental schema and therefore resistant to change. As a 
result identity emerging in participation in present practices is conceptualised in 
terms of negotiation rather than change for this cultural schema. In other words, 
students’ negotiation of their interdependent self construal is assumed to be how 
the cultural source of influence affects student participation.   108
In the cross-cultural source of influence, cultural schemas are assumed to 
underlie students’ expectations deriving from their participation in past learning 
environments. This assumption is based on the contention by theorists such as 
D’Andrade (1987) and Gee (1997) that expectations arise from schemas, and 
schemas provide a subjective experience which corresponds with expectations. In 
the cross-cultural source of influence it is the schemas underlying expectations 
which are assumed to be the potentially constraining factor in the students’ 
identity-in-practice. It is assumed that identity-in-practice provides a way to 
explore degree of attachment to these schemas. In other words, these schemas are 
not conceptualised as fundamental schemas, and are therefore assumed to be 
potentially more open to change than the self construal schema. Degree of 
attachment to the cultural schemas inferred to underlie expectations is therefore 
assumed to be how the cross-cultural source of influence affects student 
participation.  
 
The cultural schemas are inferred through students’ observed participation, and 
also students’ accounts of participation in past practices. It is assumed that 
relevant literature may also be used to support inferences on schemas. 
Expectations are inferred through students’ accounts of their expectations. 
Students’ forms of participation are also understood to be indicative of their 
expectations. This last assumption is taken from Volet (1999) and is mentioned 
earlier in this chapter in the discussion on the cross-cultural source of influence. 
 
Next, the social source of influence is understood as affecting student 
participation through teacher-student agency. Teacher-student agency is the other   109
type of relationship presented in the inner model in Figure 2. It refers to the 
dynamics of teacher-student and student-student social interactions arising from 
opportunities generated in the learning environment. Social interactions occurring 
as a result of opportunities are assumed to be co-regulated, to be transformative, 
and to generate intentional and unintentional outcomes. First, the interactions are 
considered to be co-regulated. Co-regulation refers to the reciprocity between or 
among the participants of the social interaction. Similarly to McCaslin’s (2004, in 
press) view, co-regulation is seen as mutual regulation, or the ways in which both 
teachers and students shape, guide and challenge each other during social 
interactions. Cooperation, conflict, negotiation and compromise are all inherent 
in co-regulation.   
 
Second, teacher-student agency based on opportunities is seen to be 
transformative. This idea is taken from Giddens’ (1979) argument that ‘power’ in 
agency can be conceptualised as transformative capacity. In the systemic model 
of participation, both the teachers and the students have the power to transform 
teaching and learning practices through social interaction because, again similarly 
to Giddens, power relations are always seen to be two-way. The two-way nature 
of power relations can be related to the reciprocity of co-regulation. This is not to 
say that transformative capacity in teacher-student and student-student social 
interactions is considered to be equal, but rather that the different degrees of 
teacher and student autonomy and dependence can be explored in the dynamics 
of the interactions. 
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Third, teacher-student and student-student interactions are understood to generate 
both intentional and unintentional outcomes. This understanding of differing 
degrees of intentionality in the generation of outcomes is also taken from 
Giddens’ (1979) theory of agency. In the systemic model of participation 
opportunities are assumed to influence student participation through teacher-
student and student-student interactions in which teachers and students 
deliberately or inadvertently modify teaching and learning practices. In other 
words, teacher-student agency is conceptualised as how opportunities influence 
student participation. As indicated by the two-way arrow on the model, this 
relationship can also be reversed: Student participation is assumed to influence 
further opportunities through teacher-student and student-student social 
interaction. 
 
The final type of relationship is indicated on the outer model in Figure 2. This 
relationship occurs among the sources of influence, and is referred to as 
reciprocal press. Reciprocal press in the systemic model of participation refers to 
the ways in which the three sources of influence interrelate. In other words, 
reciprocal press refers to the tensions, connections and overlap among the sources 
of influence. For example, self construal may underlie some expectations, and the 
expectations may occur as the result of opportunities. Similarly to McCaslin’s 
model, the ways in which reciprocal press occurs is assumed to be temporary 
because the expectations, self construal, and opportunities in each of the sources 
of influence are understood to be dynamic, or subject to change.  
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However, McCaslin’s (in press) view that co-regulation occurs through reciprocal 
press, as mentioned in the first section of this chapter, is not assumed in the 
systemic model of participation. For McCaslin, the sources of influence jointly 
“challenge, shape, and guide” identity by ‘pressing’ on each other. Because co-
regulation occurs through the reciprocal press, the press therefore includes the 
idea of social interaction with all the inherent co-operation, struggle, negotiation 
and compromise. In the systemic model of participation, reciprocal press does not 
necessarily include an assumption of direct social interaction. For example, 
reciprocal press between the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence is 
mainly assumed to occur within students due to the focus on cultural schemas. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The systemic model of student participation in cross-cultural learning 
environments presented in this chapter was formulated and refined during the 
course of data collection and analysis, and was subsequently used to interpret the 
findings of the study. In the model, cross-cultural, cultural and social sources of 
influence on student participation are proposed. The cross-cultural and cultural 
sources of influence are assumed to influence student participation through 
identity-in-practice, and the social source of influence through teacher-student 
agency. The three sources of influence interrelate and together form a systemic 
approach for the exploration of student participation in cross-cultural learning.  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The proposed systemic model of participation discussed in this chapter is 
assumed to provide a way of examining major influences on South Sudanese 
participation in adult Australian learning environment by positing cross-cultural, 
cultural and social sources of influence on participation. Research questions 
generated by the systemic model of participation appear below. Two research 
questions refer to each source of influence. The final question relates to the 
systemic approach of the model. 
 
Research Questions 
Cross-Cultural 
Source of 
Influence 
 
¾  What are the expectations of South Sudanese students in 
Australia regarding how teaching and learning should 
take place, and how do they compare and contrast with 
the expectations of their teachers?  
¾  How does the degree of congruence between students’ 
and teachers’ expectations influence the students’ 
participation in their learning environment? 
 
Cultural Source of 
Influence 
 
¾  To what degree do the South Sudanese students 
demonstrate an interdependent self construal through a 
focus on relationships?  
¾  How does this focus on relationships influence the 
students’ participation in their learning environment? 
 
Social Source of 
Influence 
 
¾  How do teachers and students act on opportunities 
generated in the cross-cultural learning environments to 
modify teaching and learning practices?  
¾  How do (un)modified teaching and learning practices 
influence the students’ participation in their learning 
environment? 
 
Relationships 
among the 
Sources of 
Influence 
 
¾  How do the three sources of influence interrelate to 
influence student participation in the learning 
environment? 
 
 
   113
                                                       Chapter Five  
Methodology  
 
The purpose of this chapter is to explain the way this research was designed and 
conducted so that the reader may assess the validity and reliability of the study. 
The research was designed and conducted in the understanding that complete 
objectivity is not possible (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005), but if one is rigorous in 
making one’s methodology transparent, the analysis may then become more 
credible (Collins, 1990). In the chapter the methodology used in the study is 
discussed in order to make methodological choices, and ethics issues, transparent. 
 
There are four major sections in the chapter. In the first section research design is 
addressed. Researching across learning environments and the qualitative methods 
employed in the study are discussed in this section. In the second section a 
participant overview is given and sampling choices are explained. In the third 
section collection of the data is discussed. Validity and reliability issues arising in 
the study and researcher subjectivity are also addressed. In the final section ethics 
issues are discussed. An ethical issues checklist taken from Patton’s (2002) 
checklist is given first, followed by a discussion on the ethics issues arising from 
the student participants’ capacity for autonomy, and researching the ‘Other’. 
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RESEARCH DESIGN 
Design of a study is a significant indicator of what the research will find in that it 
provides the paradigm for the findings (e.g., Patton, 2002; Tilbury, 2007). An 
attempt was made to design the present study in such a way that it could be 
shaped by the data as much as possible. Therefore, the study was designed in 
order to identify and focus on salient themes in the data at the same time as 
formulating and refining the theoretical model which could be used to interpret 
the findings. In other words, the systemic model of participation presented in the 
previous chapter was developed based on salient themes in the data. As discussed 
in the Introductory Chapter, the theoretical perspectives behind the participation 
model were adopted because they helped to explain, clarify and further engage 
with emerging themes. Qualitative methods were chosen because the researcher 
found these methods to suit this approach to the study. The researcher also 
assumed that researching across Australian learning environments would help to 
identify similarities and differences in South Sudanese student participation. In 
this section, researching across learning environments is addressed first, followed 
by the use of qualitative methods. 
 
Researching across Learning Environments 
The present study was designed to investigate South Sudanese participation in 
three Australian adult learning environments: a women’s community group, a 
TAFE technical college group, and a university group. These three learning 
environments corresponded with the main educational opportunities available to 
former refugees in Australia, as discussed in Chapter Two. The decision to   115
research across learning environments was initially made in order to identify 
similarities in student participation across learning environments.  
 
  However, after initial informal observations, this decision to research across 
environments was further informed by observed differences. During these 
observations it appeared that opportunities generated in different learning 
environments were a significant influence on student participation. Conducting 
formal fieldwork across the three learning environments was therefore a decision 
made in order to explore differences as well as similarities in student 
participation. Informal observations of the influence of these opportunities in the 
learning environments helped to shape the social source of influence in the 
systemic model of participation presented in Chapter Four. Subsequent findings 
on opportunities were interpreted through this source of influence. 
   
The cross-cultural, cultural and social sources of influence in the model were all 
shaped and refined by data from the three environments. In turn, the theoretical 
perspectives adopted and modified in the model were used to interpret findings 
from all three learning environments. For example, in the cross-cultural source of 
influence, teaching and learning expectations among students were found to be 
relatively similar across learning environments, but cultural schemas identified as 
relating to the expectations appeared to change at different rates depending upon 
the learning environment. The qualitative methods used in the study were 
understood to allow a mix of inductive and deductive approach, and are now 
discussed.  
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Qualitative Methods 
In the present study, Liamputtong and Ezzy’s (2005) conceptualisation of 
qualitative methods is used. Liamputtong and Ezzy view qualitative methods 
primarily to be a way of engaging with an interpretive process (2005). Qualitative 
methods also recognise the interaction between the researcher and the researched 
(Marshall and Rossman, 1989). Recognition of the interaction leads to the 
understanding that complete objectivity is not possible (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 
2005), and issues of reliability may be partly addressed in terms of credibility 
when using qualitative methods (Kapborg and Berterö, 2002). The reasons for 
using qualitative methods in the present study are given in this section, followed 
by an outline of the methods used. 
   
First, qualitative methods were employed because the research questions were 
not known at the beginning of the investigation, and qualitative methods allow 
for both an inductive and deductive approach (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005). The 
approach taken in the present study is conceptualised as abductive because 
abduction is characterised by the blending of induction and deduction (e.g., 
Holloway, 1997; Blaikie, 2000; Trayers et al., 2006), and can be used to research 
unknown situations (Cunningham, 1998). When themes begin to emerge in the 
data, these themes can then be compared and contrasted with new data as well as 
with data which already exists (Richardson and Kramer, 2006). Abduction 
focuses on “finding useful explanations” which are “essentially ‘an inference’ 
from observed facts” (ibid., p.499). As Coffey and Atkinson (1996) maintain, 
abduction works ‘bottom up’ and data is collected and analysed so that 
hypotheses can be developed. Existing theories can be used in data analysis and   117
the development of ideas (ibid.). Kelle (1995, p. 34) describes the benefits of 
abduction in this way:  
 
[…] to explain new and surprising empirical data through the elaboration, 
modification, or combination of pre-existing concepts. Within this 
context, the theoretical knowledge and pre-conceptions of the researcher 
must not be omitted. Nevertheless, this knowledge can be used much 
more flexibly than with hypothetically-deductive research: theoretical 
knowledge and pre-conceptions serve as heuristic tools for the 
construction of concepts which are elaborated and modified on the basis 
of empirical data.  
 
 
The application of inductive and deductive reasoning was not entirely sequential 
due to the researcher’s prior experience of teaching South Sudanese migrants to 
Australia, as well as her theoretical knowledge. The theoretical model used as a 
conceptual frame for the empirical study was formulated and refined during the 
study. Emerging themes helped to shape the model. Themes emerged from the 
data, and the researcher then investigated specific theoretical perspectives which 
could help to frame these themes. South Sudanese orientation to learning in 
Australian learning environments was a main exploratory theme, for example. 
This theme was later modified to student participation because sociocultural 
perspectives on participation were found to be a useful way of framing and 
engaging with emerging similarities and differences in students’ behaviour. 
Themes emerging in the initial stages of fieldwork were investigated in a more   118
structured way during the focus group and interviews. The study was designed in 
this way in an attempt to avoid the issue that researchers often go into the field 
knowing what they believe, and then ‘prove’ it through their research (Jacobsen 
and Landau 2003).  
 
Qualitative methods were also used because this study hinges on the assumption 
that the participants are “the experts of their own experience” (Hynes, 2003, p.1). 
Qualitative studies emphasise ways in which experience and action are 
contextualised (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005). “Thick” or detailed description 
tends to be more suited to situations where observations are not transformed into 
numbers, and more attention is paid to fewer people (Geertz, 1973), as in the case 
of the present study. Using qualitative methods can be viewed as a passive way to 
approach data because it may be seen as simply collecting the life experiences of 
others (DeVault, 1995). However, the approach is also active in that the 
researcher is responsible for investigating patterns and larger meanings, and must 
take careful note of how such factors as ethnicity, gender and age have been 
organised in order to do this well (ibid.). The researcher is also responsible for 
contributing to the creation of meaning (ibid.). 
 
Finally, the qualitative methods used in the present study were found to be 
compatible with a study designed to be conducted across learning environments. 
It was assumed to be difficult to compare significant influences on student 
participation across learning environments statistically due to variations among 
the learning environments. These variations included level of education and 
gender, as well as differences in the way the learning environments were   119
structured. Recognition of the contextualisation of experience and a subsequent 
analysis of patterns arising from the data was therefore considered to be a more 
valid approach to the study. The qualitative methods used in the present research 
include ethnography, an exploratory focus group, and interviews. These methods 
were triangulated in order to increase the validity of the study. Issues regarding 
validity are addressed later in the chapter. 
 
Ethnography 
The main qualitative method employed in the research is ethnography. This is 
conceptualized, according to Hine’s (2000) definition, as immersion in a culture 
in order to observe from the perspective of this culture, and to get a greater sense 
of who the people within the culture are. Ethnography is also conceptualized as 
“the art and science of describing [a] group or culture” (Fetterman 1998:1). In 
order to give a rich deep description, ethnography usually involves a detailed 
study of a small number of people, and the data is unstructured (Atkinson and 
Hammersley 1994). Further, in ethnographic research, it is the interpretation of 
this data which is highlighted (Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2006).  
 
The present study was designed to incorporate ethnographic methods in an 
attempt to understand the South Sudanese students’ participation in the learning 
environments from their perspective. Spradley describes the value of the 
approach: 
 
Ethnographers adopt a particular stance toward people with whom 
they work. By word and by action, in subtle ways and direct   120
statements, they say, ‘I want to understand the world from your point 
of view. I want to know what you know in the way you know it. I 
want to know the meaning of your experience, to walk in your shoes, 
to feel things as you feel them, to explain things as you explain them. 
Will you become my teacher and help me understand?’ This frame of 
reference is a radical departure from treating people as either subjects, 
respondents, or actors (1979: 34). 
 
 
Even though the research was designed using ethnographic methods, fieldwork 
did not consist of total immersion in South Sudanese culture. Fieldwork was 
primarily carried out in Australian learning environments rather than in the 
homes of participants. Nevertheless, a willingness to listen, friendship with 
members of the South Sudanese community, and inclusion in social events 
allowed a change in the researcher’s frame of reference in the way that Spradley 
describes. This type of ethnographic approach also extended to the Australian 
teachers across the learning environments. Most of the teacher participants were 
teachers with whom the researcher had worked, or had accessed through social 
networks. Therefore, understanding the teachers’ experiences of teaching the 
South Sudanese students was not only confined to interview and observation of 
their classes in most cases, but was also a result of ongoing friendly contact. 
 
Participant observation is a principal qualitative method used in the ethnographic 
approach (Atkinson and Hammersley, 1994; Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2006; 
Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005), and was employed in the present study. Participant   121
observation entails participating in the research context as well as conducting 
observations (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005). Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy 
(2006) term this role “participant-as-observer” in that the role requires 
participation, but the other role the researcher has as observer is known. The way 
the researcher was able to participate in the learning environments was through 
her ability to teach English. As a result, ethnographic participant observation, in 
the case of the present research, refers to immersion in the context of the study 
rather than immersion in different South Sudanese cultures. Nevertheless, 
although the learning environments comprised the basis of the research, the study 
was also informed by social interactions with South Sudanese friends.  
 
Focus Groups and Interviews 
Focus groups and interviews are two more qualitative methods used in the 
present study. Focus groups are exploratory group interviews
1 . They are 
conducted “with the primary aim of describing and understanding perceptions, 
interpretations, and beliefs of a select population to gain understanding of a 
particular issue from the perspective of the group’s participants” (Khan and  
 
Manderson, 1992, p.57). Researchers such as Khan and Manderson claim that 
“the quality of information is enhanced through anonymity” because people 
speak more freely when they are in a group of strangers (1992:61). However, this 
may not always be the case, and data collection may benefit if participants are 
                                                 
1 There is some debate over what constitutes a focus group. For example, Morgan (1996, 
p.130) defines a focus group as “a research method devoted to data collection”, which 
takes “interaction in a group discussion as the source of the data”, and “acknowledges 
the researcher’s active role in creating the group discussion for data collection purposes”. 
However, in order to separate clearly the focus group from the group interviews in the 
present study, the assumption that focus groups are exploratory in nature (see Nagy 
Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2006) is made.   122
known to each other. For example, Kitzinger’s comment that “[g]roup work 
ensures that priority is given to the respondents’ hierarchy of importance, their 
language and concepts, their frameworks for understanding the world” (1994: 
108) applies far more if the participants are known to each other in a focus group.  
 
In addition, interviews are a qualitative method considered to be a useful way to 
include the research participants’ understanding of their experiences in a study 
(Denzin, 1989). Interaction between participants is not as significant a focus in 
interviews as it is in focus groups (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005), and interviews 
are not necessarily exploratory, but aimed at getting feedback on specific themes. 
Interviews can be designed as semi-structured, in-depth and ‘active’ in the sense 
of being “interpretively active, implicating meaning-making practices on the part 
of both interviewers and respondents” (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995, p.4). They 
were structured in this way in the present research.  
 
The Triangulation of Qualitative Methods 
The triangulation of the qualitative methods such as ethnographic participant 
observation, exploratory focus groups and interviews is understood to provide 
richer data than employing one qualitative method alone (Patton, 2002). It is 
possible to ask questions in focus groups and interviews about what has been 
observed, and then to observe further after the interviews to cross-reference what 
has been said. In addition, participants’ comments and observations in interview 
can be cross-referenced with the researcher’s observations. The triangulation dos 
not necessarily add to the validity of the study because the methods are still 
situated and may be subject to inaccuracies (Fielding and Fielding, 1986;   123
Silverman, 2001). However, the fact that there may be important information 
missed because the researcher does not know to ask the relevant questions in 
interview (Jacobsen and Landau 2003) can be offset by observing participants’ 
behaviour before interviews. Finally, using different qualitative research methods 
can cause people from marginalised cultural groups to speak differently – in one 
context they may decide to highlight difference as an issue and in another they 
will avoid it (hooks 1989). This may be noted through the triangulation of 
qualitative research methods.  
 
PARTICIPANTS 
The participants of this research comprised 36 South Sudanese students and 11 of 
their teachers. Even though the South Sudanese participants were ethnically 
diverse, their identification with a South Sudanese community became a 
significant factor in the research. An overview of the participants is given and 
sampling choices are then discussed. 
 
Overview of Participants 
The participant overview is given in two parts. The first part addresses the 
participant breakdown in each of the three groups and learning environments, and 
discusses the constitution of these groups according to the three qualitative 
methods of ethnographic participant observation, the focus group and interviews. 
The second part gives an overview of the educational background of the 
participants. 
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An overview of participants is given in Table 5
2. As shown in the table, South 
Sudanese participants of the study were from Dinka, Nuba, Bari, and Nuer 
backgrounds. Only two women of Nuer origin participated in the study; the 
majority of the participants were spread among Nuba, Bari, and Dinka. The 
eleven university participants were all Dinka except for one who was Bari. 
Furthermore, all of the university participants were men, primarily because only  
 
Table 5: Participant Overview 
 
Group  
 
 
Participants
 
Age 
(approx.) 
 
Observed 
 
Interviewed 
In Focus 
Group 
 
 
Interviewed 
 
 
University 
Group 
 
Students: 11 
10 Dinka 
1 Bari 
 
 
20-50 
 
 
 
 
11 
 
 
 
11 
 
 
 
 
6 
 
  Teachers: 4 
 
50-60 1  0  4 
 
TAFE 
Group 
 
Students: 8 
3 Dinka 
3 Nuba 
2 Nuer 
 
 
20-50 
 
8 
 
0 
 
8 
  Teachers: 4  20-60 
 
3 0  4 
 
Women’s 
Community 
Group 
 
Students: 17 
9 Bari 
8 Nuba 
 
 
20-50 
 
17 
 
0 
 
6 
  Volunteer 
Teachers: 6 
 
20-70 6  0  3 
 
                                                 
2 A more detailed table of the participants is given in Appendix A.   125
two South Sudanese girls successfully completed the four-week intensive 
university entrance program through which the researcher gained access to the 
university participants.  
 
The university participants’ ages varied between twenty and fifty years. The 
younger ones were unmarried and had no immediate family in Perth. Two of the 
men had brought their sisters with them to Australia, but the majority of their 
immediate family had remained in Africa. The older participants had wives and 
an average of five children. The men were studying a diverse range of subjects 
but mainly within humanities. Most of them studied together in an English 
support unit, and some of them also saw each other in their chosen foundation 
unit. All the men knew each other, and some were good friends. The four 
university educators who participated in the research were aged fifty and over. 
Two of the educators were unit coordinators, and the other two had more recently 
completed their PhDs and worked as tutors on a contractual basis. 
 
As shown on Table 5, the women’s group comprised eight Nuba and nine Bari 
women who attended the church where the classes were held; it was through this 
church attendance that women were recruited to the group. Again, ages varied 
between around twenty and fifty years. The young women were very shy, 
however, and were not interviewed. Some of the women were studying English at 
TAFE whereas others had used up all of their AMEP hours
3. The average time 
that the women had spent in Australia was two to three years. All the women 
                                                 
3 See Chapter Two for an explanation of Government allocated hours in the Adult 
Migrant English Program (AMEP). 
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interviewed were mature women with an average of five children. The eldest 
woman interviewed was around fifty years old. All the women knew each other 
from the church, and some appeared to be very good friends. The group was a 
place to socialise as well as learn English. The women’s English ability was 
generally very low. The women with the highest level who came regularly were a 
high beginner or low intermediate standard in oral and written English. The 
volunteers observed and interviewed in this group ranged in age from mid-
twenties to mid-sixties, and were generally not qualified teachers, although the 
chief volunteer had extensive experience as a school psychologist, and one of the 
younger volunteers had done a short English as a Second Language (ESL) 
training course. The volunteers had been recruited to teach the women through 
word of mouth. 
 
The TAFE group consisted of three Dinka, three Nuba, and two Nuer 
participants. There was a mixture of men and women, and ages varied from mid-
twenties to mid-forties. One of the female participants in the TAFE group was 
also a participant in the women’s community group. Rapport with these 
participants was generally not as strong as the rapport developed in the other two 
learning environments because the researcher did not have a role other than 
observer. In contrast, the researcher had very good rapport and a professional 
relationship with all four teachers who participated in the study, having taught 
with them in the past. These four teachers were university or Teacher College 
qualified and ranged in teaching experience from almost twenty years to 
approximately two years. Nearly all of the South Sudanese participants who were 
observed were also interviewed. In none of these classes did the South Sudanese   127
form a majority. There was an average of four South Sudanese students in each 
of the classes.  
 
Finally, observations made during three weeks of relief teaching a pre-literacy 
class at the same TAFE College a year earlier are included in the study although 
the participants do not appear on the participant overview table. They do not 
appear because observations were preliminary and no students or teachers were 
interviewed at this time. In addition, the researcher was not able to go back to this 
group.  The pre-literacy class of ten students consisted almost entirely of South 
Sudanese students from Dinka, Nuer and Bari backgrounds. Ages ranged from 
mid-twenties through to mid-forties. The researcher’s principal role as teacher 
allowed her to develop a rapport with the group, and the observations made at 
this time helped to identify emerging themes.  
 
Educational Background of the Participants 
The educational background of the South Sudanese participants varied greatly. 
Students in the pre-literacy classes in the TAFE group had generally received no 
formal schooling before arriving in Australia. This was also the case for some of 
the students in the women’s community group. Other students in these groups 
had received formal schooling to primary school level, although the primary 
school level they had attained varied. Two students in the TAFE group and one 
student in the women’s community group had been educated to tertiary level
4. 
Level of education in the TAFE group was not conspicuously gendered although 
                                                 
4 One of the participants attended both groups. This student and one other student in the 
TAFE group were tertiary educated.  
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educational level became gendered in the university group. The South Sudanese 
participants of the research at university level were all male because there were 
far less South Sudanese women attending the university. In the university group, 
the participants of the research had received formal schooling until the end of 
secondary school. 
 
Furthermore, the participants of the research were found to have received 
different kinds of schooling, and this was mainly dependent on their ages. The 
older educated Dinka students were educated in Arabic in Sudan
5, while the 
younger educated Dinka students were educated in English and Kiswahili in 
Kenya and Uganda. The main reason for this difference appeared to be the civil 
war in Sudan discussed in Chapter Two – most of the younger students reported 
that their education had occurred after they had fled from South Sudan. Three 
older Bari students were also educated in South  
 
Sudan but they were educated in Christian schools. The influence of students’ 
educational background on their participation in the Australian learning 
environments was investigated according to the cross-cultural and cultural 
sources of influence in the systemic model of participation presented in the 
previous chapter. 
 
 
 
                                                 
5 These students reported that they were Christian, but also said that opportunities to 
study in Christian schools were limited. Sudan’s policy of Arabization in discussed in 
Chapter Two.   129
Sampling Choices 
Participants were chosen for this study based on a mixture of criterion and 
opportunistic sampling (see Patton, 1990; Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005). As 
pointed out by Marshall (1996, p.524), “qualitative sampling usually requires a 
flexible pragmatic approach” in order to explore “complex human issues”, and 
the opportunistic sampling in particular was chosen to allow for flexibility. First, 
the criteria to be met by the student participants were a South Sudanese origin 
and less than five years spent in Australia without having spent time in an interim 
country outside Africa. All of the participants had spent some time in an interim 
country, such as Kenya, Uganda and Egypt to qualify for resettlement, but none 
were exposed to a Western country until arrival in Australia. This sampling 
criterion was chosen because the study focused on cross-cultural learning. The 
aim of the criterion was to avoid including students who had already been 
substantially acculturated into different Australian learning environments. 
Sampling decisions regarding the teacher participants of the study were based on 
whether the teachers had student participants from South Sudan in their classes. 
There was only one exception to this decision – one of the TAFE Technical 
College teachers was interviewed because his classes had comprised a majority 
of South Sudanese students just prior to the formal fieldwork being carried out.  
 
Opportunistic sampling was also employed in the study. The research was very 
much informed by access issues and opportunistic sampling or “taking advantage 
of the unexpected” (Patton 1990, p.183) was no different. However, the 
researcher was able to help create the sampling opportunities due to her 
experience of teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) and study skills to   130
refugees and migrants. The opportunistic sampling was therefore not only about 
taking advantage of the unexpected, but also about the researcher being 
positioned to participate in a meaningful way while conducting fieldwork. For 
example, the researcher was asked to teach a class almost entirely comprising 
South Sudanese students for three weeks at a TAFE Technical College. This was 
her first participant observation experience. An opportunity also presented itself 
to participate in a longitudinal study on South Sudanese university students, and 
the focus group conducted with the university participants of the study were the 
product of this collaboration. Furthermore, all the university research participants 
were accessed through a four-week intensive equity program on which the 
researcher was asked to teach. The researcher was subsequently asked to tutor an 
English support unit for African students, who were almost entirely South 
Sudanese, for one semester.  
 
Sampling decisions for the women’s community group and TAFE group were 
also opportunistic. Again, it was a contact at university who invited the 
researcher to attend a meeting with an Anglican Archbishop to discuss teaching 
English to his growing South Sudanese congregation. The women’s community 
group was mentioned in this meeting, and there was encouragement from the 
Archbishop for the researcher to use the group for the research, and to give 
professional advice on how the group could be expanded. With respect to the 
TAFE group, the researcher was able to organise observations and interviews 
because some of her ex-colleagues from the period she worked at TAFE had 
South Sudanese students in their classes. In the kind of ethnographic study being 
conducted, it was assumed that the way the fieldwork locations were entered was   131
an indicator of subsequent rapport and trust. The issues of rapport and trust are 
addressed in terms of the validity and reliability of the study at the end of the next 
section. Collecting data in the fieldwork locations is now discussed.  
 
COLLECTING THE DATA 
Data was collected from three adult groups and learning environments and an 
overview of the data collection is given in Table 6. In this section ways in which 
ethnographic participant observations, the focus group and interviews were 
conducted across the three groups are described in detail in order to make the 
data collection as transparent as possible. Kirk and Miller (1986) maintain that 
issues of validity and reliability need to be incorporated into the research design 
when using qualitative methods, and transparency, through the establishment of 
credibility, is assumed to be a way of addressing reliability issues (Kapborg and 
Berterö, 2002). Ways in which interview questions were generated, issues arising 
from the use of interpreters, validity and reliability issues relating to the study, 
and researcher subjectivity in terms of telling the ‘truth’ are also discussed in this 
section. 
 
Observations 
The majority of the observations were carried out over a nine month period from 
the beginning of October 2005 to the end of June 2006, but the three weeks of 
participant observation at TAFE mentioned in the previous section occurred in 
July/August 2005. The way in which observations were conducted differed 
depending on the learning environment. This was a result of variable access. 
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Table 6: An Overview of the Data Collection 
 
Group 
 
Observations 
 
Focus 
Groups 
 
 
Interviews* 
 
 
University 
Group 
 
 
•  4 weeks informal 
participant observation in 
alternative entry program 
to university 
•  13 1-hour sessions of 
formal participant 
observation in English 
support unit 
•  2 1-hour sessions of 
observation in English 
support unit 
•  Informal participant 
observation: providing 
academic assistance to 
students in English support 
unit outside class 
 
 
1 focus 
group 
conducted 
with 11 
students 
 
 
7 interviews conducted 
•  4 students 
interviewed 
individually 
•  2 students 
interviewed 
together 
•  2 pairs (4) of 
teachers 
interviewed 
 
 
 
 
TAFE Group 
 
•  3 weeks participant 
observation in pre-literacy 
class 
•  3 days observation of 3 
different literacy classes 
 
 
No focus 
groups 
conducted 
 
4 interviews conducted 
•  3 groups of three 
(9) students 
interviewed** 
•  4 teachers 
interviewed in 
group 
 
 
Women’s 
Community 
Group 
 
•  25 2-hour sessions of 
participant observation and 
observation 
 
 
No focus 
groups 
conducted 
 
4 interviews conducted 
•  3 pairs (6) of 
students 
interviewed*  
•  3 volunteer 
teachers 
interviewed in 
group 
 
 
 
* All interviews semi-structured                                      **Interpreter required 
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For example, participant observation was conducted in the university group and 
women’s community group but participant observation was only possible in the 
TAFE group for the three weeks of relief teaching in July/August 2005. The 
TAFE group observations in the study are mainly based on observations made in 
the classrooms of other teachers. However, these observations were cross-
referenced with the researcher’s 5 years of experience teaching English and 
literacy to South Sudanese students at a TAFE Technical College. In this section 
the context of the observations is detailed for each of the three groups and 
learning environments and a brief comment on informal observation concludes 
the section. 
 
University Group 
The university group under observation studied at a relatively small public 
university with a focus on flexibility and pastoral care, even though this pastoral 
care was becoming eroded – see Chapter Two for a discussion on global changes 
to university culture. The flexibility of the university’s approach was reflected in 
the promotion of interdisciplinary study, and also in the implementation of 
alternative entry programs such as the four-week intensive program held in 
January 2006 which many South Sudanese learners attended. The researcher was 
a homeroom and English as a Second Language tutor on this program. Students 
who successfully completed the program were permitted to enter the university, 
and then were provided with ongoing academic support and pastoral care during 
their studies.  
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The humanities units studied by the observed university group were all accredited 
units, and structured to include both formal lectures and more informal tutorials. 
In the tutorials the tutor usually facilitated discussion on the content of lectures. 
Also, the sessions were generally student rather than teacher-centred. The tutors 
were required to keep half an hour a week free for student consultation outside 
tutorials, and were responsible for marking their students’ work.  
 
Informal observations for the university group began during the four-week 
intensive alternative entry program on which the researcher was tutoring. The 
alternative entry program is indicated under ‘Observations’ in Table 6. Four of 
the six South Sudanese students in her homeroom tutorial became participants in 
the study. Two more students from the researcher’s English as a Second 
Language (ESL) tutorial also participated. These students constituted six of the 
eleven university students who participated in the study. During the first semester 
of 2006, while the main observations for the study were being conducted, the 
participants were studying an English support unit (for which the researcher was 
the tutor), a foundation unit (a choice of accredited ‘general knowledge’ unit 
required for the completion of any undergraduate degree at the university), and a 
unit chosen from their field.  
 
The English support tutorial comprised ten male Sub-Saharan African students, 
eight of whom were South Sudanese. The English support unit is also shown 
under ‘Observations’ in Table 6. The six students mentioned earlier attended this 
class, along with two more students who also participated in the research. The 
English support unit tutorials ran once a week for two hours and the researcher   135
was responsible for teaching the second hour. The unit coordinator for the 
English support tutorials, one of the university educators who participated in this 
research, was the tutor for the first hour. However, towards the end of semester, 
the researcher began to take both hours of the tutorial at the researcher’s request. 
The students also frequently came to see the researcher in her office. The actual 
number of hours spent with the research participants was approximately five 
hours a week over the thirteen weeks. Some of the participants took an active 
interest in the research, so this observation time was not only spent supporting 
the research participants with their academic English, but also discussing cultural 
differences and issues that were arising in their new life in Australia. 
 
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) Group 
Formal observations were conducted in the TAFE group one day per week (six 
and a half hours) for three weeks. These observations are indicated in Table 6 
under ‘3 days observation of three different literacy classes’. The observed TAFE 
group were studying in the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP). Classes 
extended from pre-literacy level to Certificate in Spoken and Written English 
Certificate III (an intermediate level not sufficient for most higher education 
courses), and there were a greater proportion of South Sudanese students at the 
lower levels. The number of students in each class usually ranged from between 
ten to twenty although the pre-literacy
6 level usually had around ten students.  
 
The learning environment consisted of a group of demountable buildings and was 
separate from the rest of the campus which taught mainstream TAFE courses. 
                                                 
6 The term ‘preliteracy’ refers to students who are being exposed to reading and writing 
for the first time. For example, they are learning the letters of the alphabet.   136
The library was well-stocked with resources for both the teachers and the 
students, and there were computers equipped with literacy software. The numbers 
of AMES students fluctuated but at the time of the research there were 
approximately between 100 and 150 students from many different regions – the 
most common regions of origin were Africa and the Middle East. 
 
Students studying in this AMEP were expected to come to class as a requirement 
of their welfare payment so, in this respect, the classes were formal. There was 
usually a friendly relationship between teachers and students, and teachers would 
sometimes take their students on excursions to such places as the beach and 
wildlife parks. Teachers would also sometimes act as informal counsellors and 
provide varying degrees of pastoral care to their students. However, the teaching 
circumstances were not so informal as to allow students to bring their children to 
TAFE, for reasons of insurance.  
 
The first observations conducted were participant observations, carried out when 
the researcher was appointed as a relief teacher for three weeks in the middle of 
2005, and these preliminary observations were followed by observations once a 
week for three weeks of three separate classes almost a year later. The first 
observations are shown in Table 6 under ‘3 weeks participant observation in pre-
literacy class’. The class for which the researcher did relief was a pre-literacy 
class and consisted almost entirely of South Sudanese students. The class ran for 
three hours four days a week.  
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The three observed classes, indicated in the second set of observations for the 
TAFE group in Table 6 and mentioned earlier, ranged from pre-literacy to post-
beginner, and each had around four South Sudanese students in attendance. They 
were significantly more multicultural than the class for which the researcher had 
done relief teaching. The first class was a pre-literacy class, the second a 
Certificate in Spoken and Written English (CSWE) Certificate One class, and the 
third a CSWE Certificate Two class. The students in all observed classes had 
very low English literacy levels. The pre-literacy and Certificate of Spoken and 
Written English (CSWE) Certificate Two classes were both observed for one 
hour a week, and the CSWE Certificate One class was observed for one and a 
half hours – these observation times corresponded with break times.  
 
Women’s Community Group 
Participant observation was conducted for the present study over twenty five 
sessions in one women’s community group, as shown under ‘Observations’ in 
Table 6. The women’s community group was set up in September 2005 by both 
Australian and South Sudanese members of the Anglican Church to meet the 
perceived needs of a growing South Sudanese congregation.  Leaders in the 
Anglican Church reported that the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP) was 
not successfully meeting the educational needs of women with very low levels of 
literacy because many women were finishing their hours at TAFE with a literacy 
level well below the level required to function in Australian society. Even though 
this was the main reason the South Sudanese coordinator gave for the initiation of 
the group, all women were welcome to join. The group was open to migrants 
from different countries and also people who were still attending TAFE.   138
However, the main method of recruiting women appeared to be from Sunday 
church services and word of mouth, and the women who attended were all South 
Sudanese. They were also all either from the Bari or Nuba ethnic groups. 
Attendance at sessions fluctuated between two and seventeen with the average 
being around ten. There was a small group of approximately five women who 
attended every week. 
 
The group was held one afternoon a week for two hours with the first half hour 
dedicated to arriving and socialising and the last half hour to socialising and 
leaving. The sessions were held in an Anglican Church hall, the same hall in 
which most of the women came to worship on Sundays. The sessions were 
informal. The women were able to bring their children. Children were generally 
well-behaved, and older children looked after the younger ones while their 
mothers studied English.  
 
The coordinators stated that the group had been set up to teach general English, 
to teach Australian cooking, and to socialise the women into Australian culture. 
The Australian chief volunteer took responsibility for the lessons meeting these 
objectives, but it gradually became apparent that many of the women were 
interested in learning the English required to pass the test to get their Learner’s 
Driving Permit. Therefore, teaching ‘English for driving purposes’ also became a 
focus of the group. There was no set program, but every week the chief volunteer 
would discuss what the other volunteers could do with the women, then all the 
volunteers would teach the women one-to-one or in small groups. An average of 
three volunteers, excluding the chief volunteer, would attend any one session.   139
The volunteers ranged in age from mid-twenties to seventies (see Appendix A for 
greater detail), and most had very little teaching experience. They were recruited 
through the Church or through the chief volunteer’s friendship network.  
 
The South Sudanese coordinator of the group left the administration of the group 
to the chief volunteer, as did the other volunteers. Sometimes the chief volunteer 
would prepare a lesson, give a presentation on a theme, such as taking care of 
one’s teeth (see Appendix D), and then divide the women between the volunteers 
for more intensive practice on the same theme. However, more commonly, the 
women would be very approximately divided into their English level and given a 
worksheet or book with accompanying activities. There were very few teaching 
resources. If the volunteer-student ratio became higher than one volunteer to 
three or four students, the researcher would then assist with the teaching. This 
situation occurred approximately half of the time. In addition, being a trained 
teacher, the researcher was asked for advice and to help buy teaching resources 
for the group.  
 
Informal Observation 
Finally, the researcher attended a number of South Sudanese social functions 
where she was able to see members of the South Sudanese community outside 
the immediate context of the three learning environments. This was very 
important to the study in that South Sudanese perspectives became clearer, and 
the main reason for the ethnographic approach taken in the study was to allow a 
focus on the perspectives on the participants. As mentioned in the first section of 
this chapter Spradley (1979) refers to this notion as ‘walking in the shoes’ of the   140
participants. Some of the people with whom the researcher interacted at these 
functions were also formal participants in the study, and these interactions 
assisted in developing rapport, especially with students in the women’s 
community group.  
 
The Exploratory Focus Group and Interviews 
This section details the exploratory focus group which was conducted in the 
university learning environment and the interviews conducted across all three 
groups and learning environments. After discussing the focus group and 
interviews, the generation of interview questions and the issues arising from the 
use of interpreters in interviews are addressed. 
 
The focus group and interviews were both conducted as part of the fieldwork, but 
occurred at different stages of the observations. An opportunity arose to conduct 
a focus group with South Sudanese participants from the university group at the 
beginning of the semester of intensive observation – the first semester of 2006. 
The focus group was designed to obtain a general understanding of issues 
concerning the South Sudanese students, and helped to inform subsequent 
observations and interviews. It was therefore conceptualised as an exploratory 
focus group (see Nagy Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2006). The interviews conducted 
across all three groups and learning environments focused on issues arising from 
observations and the focus group. Therefore, the interviews took place near the 
end of the intensive observation period. Observation of the university group 
continued after interviews had been completed because the researcher was 
employed to continue giving many of the same South Sudanese students the   141
English support they required. However, observations conducted in the women’s 
community group and the TAFE group ceased after the interviews had taken 
place. 
 
The focus group was conducted in collaboration with the university to investigate 
what support the South Sudanese participants needed. The focus group lasted for 
one hour, was jointly facilitated by the researcher and a lecturer at the university, 
and comprised eleven male South Sudanese students, most of whom had a 
current student-teacher relationship with the researcher because the researcher 
was their main tutor in the English support unit. The focus group questions are 
listed in Appendix C.  
 
Next, the formal interviews were predominantly conducted as group interviews 
because the advantages of group interviews were considered to outweigh the 
disadvantages in this research project. Morgan (1993) cites group interviews as a 
forum for obtaining data on agreement and disagreement among participants: The 
interaction among participants becomes part of the data collection. Participant 
interaction can also include information on such aspects as turn-taking and 
identification with the group – both of which were salient themes in the present 
study. Further, the researcher can ask the participants to explain differences and 
similarities in views (see also Morgan, 1996). A main disadvantage of group 
interviews is that participants may not want to disclose certain information in a 
group situation, or may not wish to speak in front of their peers (Kitzinger, 1994; 
Morgan, 1996). However, as Morgan (1996, p.139) argues:  
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“[T]he existence of differences between what is said in individual and 
group interviews is as much a statement about our culture as our methods, 
and this is clearly a research topic of interest in its own right”.  
 
Thinking of oneself in relation to a group was a salient feature of this study. The 
only participants to be interviewed individually were the university participants 
because all the participants attended the focus group, and consequently there 
existed an opportunity to ask student individually about the interactions which 
occurred in the focus group.  
 
Five formal interviews were conducted with members of the university group and 
two formal interviews were conducted with university educators in June 2006. 
Four men were interviewed separately and two who were good friends were 
interviewed together at their request. In this case, flexibility was prioritised, but it 
is acknowledged that comparability of results can be affected by lack of 
consistency between group and individual interviews (e.g., Kitzinger, 1994; 
Wight, 1994). The latter interview in particular was cross-referenced with 
informal exchanges between the researcher and the individual students after the 
interview in an effort to counteract this problem. The interviews lasted from fifty 
minutes to two and a half hours, but on average lasted one hour.  
 
The university educators were interviewed in two pairs. A unit coordinator and 
tutor in the same unit were interviewed together – this unit coordinator had 
organised support tutorials for the South Sudanese students in her unit, and the 
tutor interviewed was one of the tutors for these support tutorials. The unit   143
coordinator of the English support unit on which the researcher tutored was 
interviewed with a tutor for a critical thinking unit. This last tutor had South 
Sudanese students from the alternative entry program (mentioned in the 
observations section of this chapter) in her tutorials, and she had also taught on 
the program. 
 
Four formal interviews were conducted in the women’s community group. The 
first three interviews were conducted with students. Six women were interviewed 
in pairs. The interpreter who was present for the first interview was the South 
Sudanese coordinator of the program, but she was unable to interpret for the 
subsequent interviews. She therefore found another interpreter who attended the 
same church on Sundays, and this interpreter assisted with the last two 
interviews. Issues regarding the use of interpreters are covered in the next 
section. It was made clear that the women could use the session to practise their 
English if they chose, since they were participating in the interview instead of 
attending their English class. Three of the six women chose to alternate between 
English and Bari. These interviews lasted for around one hour. A group interview 
was also conducted with three of the volunteers at the women’s group, and this 
lasted twenty minutes. 
 
Finally, four interviews were also conducted in the TAFE group. Again, the first 
three interviews involved the South Sudanese participants: three participants in 
each interview. Conducting each interview with three participants occurred as a 
result of time constraints. Teachers agreed to the interviews taking place within 
class time as this system was considered to be the least disruptive to the students.    144
These interviews were limited to one hour. An interpreter was also present for 
these interviews, but again the participants could choose to speak in English. 
Lastly, a group interview was also conducted with four teachers, three of whom 
had been teaching the observed classes. This interview ran for twenty minutes 
due to time constraints. 
 
All questions asked in the interviews were informed by observations and the 
focus group, and the researcher had the opportunity to return to the university 
participants with any queries about the interviews. This was a lot more difficult in 
the other two learning contexts due to access and language issues. Similar 
questions were used in all of the formal interviews with the South Sudanese 
participants, but there were some differences to allow for the variation in learning 
contexts. For example, it was possible to ask the university participants more in 
depth questions due to the way they were able to reflect on their own learning. 
These students were able to make comparisons between prior and current 
learning experiences, express opinions and preferences, and give reasons for their 
views. Two of the nine TAFE interviewees also demonstrated an ability to reflect 
on their own learning in the same way. These two students were educated to a 
tertiary level in an Arabic system. However, time constraints applied in the TAFE 
interviews. Again, some questions asked to the teachers were similar, but context 
demanded some variation. Specific examples were used to illustrate the meaning 
of particular questions where necessary, and cards were used as visual aids with 
some questions. All the interview question sheets are included in Appendix C, 
and the places where these cards were used are indicated on the sheets.  
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Generation of Interview Questions 
Interviews with the participants of the study were conducted towards the end of 
the fieldwork in order to clarify and further explore themes emerging from the 
focus group and observations. The expectations, opportunities and self construal 
central to the conceptualisation of the cross-cultural, social and cultural sources 
of influence on student participation in the systemic model of participation in 
Chapter Four were based on themes which emerged from participant observation 
and the focus group. These themes therefore informed the interview questions. 
Questions were kept as consistent as possible across learning environments, but 
differences across learning environments and also differences in the educational 
level of student participants were taken into account. Examples of ways in which 
the focus group and observations generated the interview questions are given 
below. The questions given as examples relate to expectations, opportunities and 
self construal respectively. 
 
Interview Questions Related to Expectations 
Students’ and teachers’ expectations regarding teaching and learning in the 
learning environment and the way these expectations influenced student 
participation was the first major theme to emerge from participant observation 
and also the university focus group. This theme was conspicuous as a result of 
the friction apparently caused by differences in expectations. Examples of 
questions in interviews related to expectations included: What do you expect 
from a teacher? What do you think of a student doing these things: A student asks 
the teacher a lot of questions, which are relevant to the lesson, during class? A   146
student asks another student for help during class? A student tries to stop another 
student from doing or saying something that would disrupt the class?  
 
As with all interview questions, attempts were made to avoid leading questions, 
such as: Do you think the teachers monitor you as closely as they should monitor 
you in class? These kinds of questions were avoided so that the students had a 
greater opportunity to voice their own opinions (e.g., Babbie, 2005; Liamputtong 
and Ezzy, 2005). The questions about students mentioned in the previous 
paragraph acted as prompts for discussion. They were thought to be neutral since 
it was sufficiently unclear to the student participants what they were ‘supposed’ 
to answer. This was true of interviews conducted across the three learning 
environments. 
 
Interview Questions Related to Opportunities 
The influence of opportunities on student participation in a cross-cultural learning 
environment was a theme which originally emerged during participant 
observation across three different learning environments. Observations showed 
differences in student participation which appeared to be grounded in differences 
in opportunities generated in the learning environment. This was especially 
apparent where students’ expectations across learning environments were found 
to be similar.  
 
One example of a question included in student interviews to explore the influence 
of opportunities involved the use of cards. Cards were used so that students could 
choose between different learning activities (written on different cards), and these   147
choices could then be discussed with the researcher in the interview. A variety of 
activities were put on the cards, including some activities, such as 
singing/chanting, which had not been observed, and the participants were asked 
to choose five cards to see if there was a general ‘fit’ between the activities they 
were doing and the activities they enjoyed doing. The participants at a lower level 
of education took a very long time to choose five, so this was changed to a 
general discussion about all the activities in the lower groups. This meant that 
only learning activities from the researcher’s own frame of reference were used, 
but the ensuing discussion allowed the participants, especially the university 
participants who were able to reflect on their own learning, to reflect upon 
teaching and learning practices. Finally, questions to teachers which provided 
data on opportunities in the learning environment included: Do you think that 
members of the (university) group should be treated in the same way as 
mainstream students? Why/Why not? What is difficult about teaching this 
(women’s community) group? Why? Teachers’ responses to questions such as 
these were found to be especially useful during data analysis, and this is reflected 
in Chapter Eight. 
 
Interview Questions Related to Self Construal 
Self construal was assumed to be an influence on student participation due to the 
students’ demonstrated strong focus on relationships, as discussed in Chapter 
Four. This focus became apparent during observations and the focus group. For 
example, during observations in the women’s community group and in the 
university group the student often spoke in a collective way. This was also 
evident in the university focus group. The theme of collectivity was used to   148
inform interview questions. Examples of these questions included: Do you feel a 
strong sense of community with Nuba/Bari/Dinka people? Would you call 
yourself South Sudanese? Do you now feel Australian? Do you know all the 
South Sudanese people in your class? If so, did you meet them before you started 
this class, or do you only know them from the class? The data collected from the 
university interviews was particularly rich because the participants could explain 
themselves more eloquently, but these questions yielded substantial discussion in 
interviews across learning environments. 
 
The Use of Interpreters in Interviews 
Interpreters were necessary in both the women’s group and TAFE learning 
environments due to the students’ low level of English, and the way interpreters 
were selected reflected the ethnographic design of the research. Trust and rapport 
were prioritised, and decisions made in terms of these priorities were seen to 
benefit the research by providing a deeper understanding of the perspectives of 
the participants (e.g., Baker, 1981; Hennings et al., 1996). However, there are 
factors to consider regarding the use of interpreters in interviews. These factors 
include the role of the interpreter, and what kind of interpreter is chosen (Freed, 
1998). Another possible factor may be whether or not the same interpreter is used 
in all cases (Kapborg and Berterö, 2002). In this section issues related to 
interpreter choices are discussed. These issues include the actual need for an 
interpreter, lack of anonymity, and the interpreters’ role as participants of the 
study.  
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The Need for an Interpreter 
One of the main issues with respect to interpreters was that one interpreter was 
not consistently used throughout the study, an issue inherent to the comparative 
ethnographic approach. An interpreter was not needed for the interviews with the 
university participants, for example. Also, within learning environments, it was 
not always possible to use the same interpreter. In the women’s community 
group, the interpreter present in the first interview was not able to interpret for 
the subsequent two interviews due to time constraints, and sent another 
interpreter in her place.  
 
Nevertheless, there are considered to be both advantages and disadvantages to the 
use of the same interpreter in all interviews (Kapborg and Berterö, 2002). Twinn 
(1997) maintains that different interpreters may offer different interpretations 
which could affect the credibility of the data, whereas Kapborg and Berterö 
(2002) claim that use of the same interpreter in all interviews may result in the 
interpreter getting bored and not elaborating on an interviewee’s response based 
on the fact that it is the ‘same’ as all the others. In the present study, in an attempt 
to address issues of internal validity related to credibility, the presence and 
participation of the interpreters in the interview is clearly indicated in quotations 
used as evidence in the results chapters
7.  
 
Next, the interpreter was not always able to communicate with the participants. 
This issue was raised in an interview at TAFE. One of the Nuer pre-literate 
                                                 
7 Morse and Field (1996) argue that internal validity occurs in a qualitative study through 
directly linking data with sources of this data so that the reader can determine how 
interpretations and conclusions have arisen. 
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participants had a very low level of English, and did not demonstrate any 
understanding of Arabic – the language in which the interpreter was speaking. 
Being Bari, the interpreter was unable to speak Nuer, and therefore the other 
Nuer interviewee interpreted the Arabic into Nuer at the first woman’s request, 
and interpreted the woman’s response back into Arabic for the official interpreter, 
who then gave the response third-hand back to the researcher in English. This 
was time-consuming, and sometimes the Nuer ‘interpreter’ would not interpret 
the Arabic into Nuer, which caused the non-Arabic-speaking Nuer woman to get 
agitated. The researcher finally attempted to question the woman in very simple 
English so she would feel included. This interpreting issue was illustrative of the 
linguistic complexities involved in researching the South Sudanese community in 
Australia and, in the end, independent data was not collected from the Nuer 
participant involved. 
 
Lack of Anonymity 
Another issue with respect to the use of interpreters was their lack of anonymity, 
especially in the women’s community group. As a result of the rapport developed 
between the researcher and the students in the women’s community group and 
also in the university group, interviews were considered to be an extension of 
ethnographic participant observation. In other words, the interviews were 
conducted as naturally as possible, so the participants would feel comfortable and 
speak freely.  
 
However, there is some dispute over whether or not is it advisable to use an 
interpreter who is known to the interviewees. Freed (1988) emphasises the   151
importance of having an interpreter of the same ethnicity as the interviewees, and 
in small minority communities this may lead to a lack of anonymity. He also 
recommends that interpreters are of the same gender, around the same age, and 
share other characteristics which allow less interference in the interview situation 
(see also Baker et al., 1991). Respect and trust between the interpreter and the 
interviewees can also be considered important (Baker, 1981; Hennings et al., 
1996). On the other hand, any resulting lack of anonymity may lead to a lack of 
confidentiality (Pernice, 1994), and may jeopardise the interpretation in that the 
interpreter may protect the interviewee from potentially harmful questions 
(Murray and Wynne, 2001), and answer questions without first asking the 
interviewee (Jentsch, 1998). 
 
In the present study, the South Sudanese coordinator of the women’s community 
group, who was well known to the students, was approached to act as interpreter. 
A decision was made to prioritise the fact that the women had a friendly 
relationship with this coordinator over the corresponding lack of confidentiality. 
A friendly relationship between the interpreter and interviewees was assumed to 
facilitate trust and a greater rapport in the interview. The researcher made this 
decision after a discussion with a South Sudanese friend who knew the women 
and believed that they would take pride in saying anything that needed to be said 
“right in the face” of the coordinator. The researcher also realized that her own 
authoritative position in the group had the potential to compromise the interview 
in exactly the same way as the coordinator’s position.  Even though the interview 
process stalled for three weeks after the first interview because the coordinator 
was unable to attend, the coordinator sent another woman from the Church group   152
in her place. This interpreter was an asset to the interviews since she was also on 
friendly terms with the women.  
 
The researcher had less opportunity to develop a rapport with the TAFE students 
whom she interviewed as she was only an observer in their classes, rather than a 
participant observer. However, in keeping with the ethnographic approach of the 
study, a university participant with whom the researcher was on friendly terms 
volunteered his services as an interpreter. In this case, the interpreter was not 
known to the interviewees, thus preserving confidentiality, and was of a similar 
ethnicity and age to most of the interviewees
8. Most of the participants were 
interested in talking to him after the interview and, since he had a rapport with 
the researcher, the participants then treated her as less of an ‘outsider’.  
 
The Interpreters’ Role as Participants in the Study 
A third issue regarding the use of interpreters was that the interpreters themselves 
were participants in the research. Im et al. (2004) gives five criteria for the use of 
interpreters in interviews: cultural relevance, contextuality, appropriateness, 
mutual respect and flexibility. The decision to use research participants as 
interpreters was made in terms of contextuality and appropriateness in particular. 
The interpreters could provide context, especially in the women’s community 
group where the interpreters were part of the group. The rapport which the 
researcher had with two of the three interpreters used in the interviews was also 
                                                 
8 The researcher decided not to use this university participant to interpret in the women’s 
community group interviews because he was male, and she was unsure of the effect this 
would have: Men were not supposed to attend the group. Also, in the women’s 
community group, the women knew each other and socialised together, and the group 
was more ‘closed’ in this sense. From prolonged observations in this group, it was 
assumed that women would speak more freely in front of an ‘insider’.   153
found to add to the richness of the data in that these interpreters discussed themes 
emerging from the interviews with the researcher. Finally, observations of the 
interactions between the interpreters and the interviewees were found to provide 
an added dimension to the data, and could be taken as an extension of the 
ethnographic participant observations. 
 
However, including interpreters as participants in the study ascribes an active role 
to the interpreters, and there is some dispute over whether this is the best 
approach. For example, Patton (2002) views an interpreter’s role as passive. For 
Patton, the interpreter should interpret verbatim so that the researcher obtains the 
interviewee’s response without a ‘coloured’ summary or explanation. In the 
present study the two women’s community group interpreters gave answers that 
were sometimes longer than the interviewees’ responses, indicating that they may 
have been providing explanation. The interpreters appeared to be giving a 
concrete example, or expanding on the women’s answers so that the answers 
would make sense outside their linguistic context. This emphasis on context was 
made especially apparent in one interview where the second interpreter was 
laughing uncontrollably at two words one of the women had said, but could not 
tell the researcher what was funny. She simply said: “She’s making fun”. The 
context appeared to be too difficult (or perhaps offensive) to explain, so the 
interpreter chose not to provide this context.  
 
In addition, the interpreters in the women’s community group answered questions 
as well as interpreting them. Particularly, in one interview with the second 
interpreter in the women’s community group, the interview resembled a vibrant   154
conversation between friends, and the researcher was unwilling to draw the 
participants’ attention to their involvement in a taped interview. To exclude the 
interpreter from this conversation appeared contrived, especially since her 
experiences as a South Sudanese woman who had been living in Australia for 
less than five years were part of the study. In the same way, the coordinator’s 
views were relevant, and it was quite clear in the interview from the 
interviewees’ reactions when she was expanding on the interviewees’ responses 
and, towards the end of the interview, answering the questions herself. When the 
coordinator was explaining the women’s views, they were seen to engage with 
the researcher by nodding at her, and when the coordinator was answering the 
questions herself, they paid attention to the coordinator rather than the researcher.  
 
Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that ascribing interpreters a more passive role in 
interviews may be more advantageous in many cases. In addition, possible threats 
to the quality of information generated by the interviews include the interpreters’ 
lack of training, and potential bias (Liamputtong and Ezzy, 1999). In an attempt 
to counter these threats, all interviews were cross-referenced with observations 
and, where possible, with informal exchanges through different (informal) 
interpreters. The advantages of including participant-interpreters in the study, 
given earlier in this section, were prioritised
9, and interpreters were ascribed an 
active role in the interview. This latter point can be related to Holstein and 
Gubrium’s (1995) discussion on the ‘active’ interview where everyone involved 
in the interview has a meaning-making role. It can also be related to Murray and 
                                                 
9 Another advantage of using participants as interpreters was their knowledge of the 
project. Two of the three interpreters were very interested in the study. Liamputtong and 
Ezzy (1999) cite lack of knowledge of the research project as a further threat to the 
quality of collected data.   155
Wynne’s (2001) argument that an interpreter must be active in deciding what and 
how to interpret because an exact translation is impossible. 
 
In sum, issues relating to the use of interpreters highlighted both the ethnographic 
approach to the research, and the situated nature of student participation in cross-
cultural learning environments. Participation differed according to the 
environment, and the most appropriate ways of using interpreters, if they were 
required, also differed. Consistency was maintained as much as possible but 
differences, and reasons for differences, were incorporated into the research 
findings.  
 
Validity and Reliability Issues in Data Collection 
The methods employed in the present study were found to increase validity 
through the facilitation of rich data. Reliability, in the conventional sense of 
repeated tests delivering the same results, was not considered to be directly 
relevant to the study.  
 
First, the study was designed to make collected data and subsequent analyses as 
valid as possible. Validity is defined as “the degree to which the finding is 
interpreted in a correct way” (Kirk and Miller, 1986, p.20).  The main criteria for 
validity assumed in the study were: that people are seen as “active agents in their 
own lives” and their own voice should therefore be heard, and that the researcher 
must be located in the research (Acker et al., 1991, pp.145-6). The length of time 
spent collecting data out in the field can also dramatically alter findings (Bernard, 
1995). Redundancy, or terminating fieldwork when observations and interviews   156
are not yielding new information, is thus a “primary criterion” for validity 
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p.202), and was used as such in this study. Finally, 
Kapborg and Berterö (2002, p.54) claim that “internal validity is achieved when 
the researcher can demonstrate that there is evidence for the statements and 
descriptions made”, and providing evidence is a priority of the results chapters. 
 
Given the nature of the research, it was not possible to conduct interviews in 
uniform fashion, and validity was given priority over reliability. Reliability is 
considered to be “a matter of whether a particular technique, applied repeatedly 
to the same object, yields the same result each time” (Babbie, 2005, p.145). 
Therefore, personal involvement in the interview process could potentially be 
considered to compromise reliability. The main method used in the present study 
was ethnographic participant observation, and it was consequently difficult to 
avoid personal involvement in the interview. Furthermore, in the case of personal 
involvement, the “conversation-like” tone can be considered to lead the 
interviewee to give certain answers (Jacobsen and Landau 2003). However, in the 
context of this research, Oakley’s (1981, p.51) position that “the contradiction 
between the need for ‘rapport’ and the requirement of between-interview 
comparability cannot be solved” was adopted, and rapport was prioritised. 
 
The methodological approach necessitated a lack of exact replication, and 
validity rather than reliability was viewed to be the key methodological concern.  
Interview methods were tailored to the participants (Reinharz, 1992, p.208). 
These interview methods included non-hierarchical methods of interviewing and 
an investment of the researcher’s identity in the interview process (Oakley,   157
1981). The further requirement of using an interpreter in two of the learning 
environments but not in the university group also required distinct interview 
methods. This was discussed in the previous section. In-depth interviews along 
with participant observation are recognised as an attempt to maximise validity 
(Jacobsen and Landau, 2003). Cross-referencing between interviews and 
observations, and the ability to return to some of the participants to ask for 
clarification on what was said in interview also allowed for greater validity.  
 
Telling the ‘Truth’ 
The issues relating to validity and reliability indicate that the present study works 
on the assumption that researchers cannot be objective, but are instead situated in 
the relationships and social contexts of their study (Smith, 1999, p.98; Acker et 
al., 1991). Reinharz (1992, p.53) supports this in her discussion on what feminist 
ethnographers do: “[They] try to interpret women’s behavior as shaped by social 
context rather than as context free or rooted in anatomy, personality, or social 
class”. This feminist theory fits with the postmodern idea that complete 
objectivity is impossible. Subjects are considered to be situated in their history 
and “socio-cultural location” (Usher 1997, p.32), which means that “how the 
world is known influences what is known [and] … a direct and unmediated 
knowledge of the world is impossible” (ibid., p.35). “There are no objective 
observations, only observations socially situated in the worlds of – and between – 
the observer and the observed” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000, p.19). 
 
Therefore, in both feminist and postmodernist traditions, the concept of 
reflexivity is central to telling the ‘truth’, and this involves positioning the   158
researcher in the research, and then addressing the complex questions which arise 
(e.g., Markus, 1998; Usher, 1997). Van Maanen (1995, pp.16-17) gives examples 
of these questions: “What role does the researcher play in the process of 
interpreting his or her data? […] Should the qualitative researcher allow his or 
her feelings to enter into the interpretation process? […] Whose point of view is 
the ethnographer really representing with his or her data?” These types of 
questions inform the data analysis of this study. The researcher is trying to 
“understand reality from the perspective of the people experiencing it” (Acker et 
al., 1991, p.146), but acknowledges the researcher’s role in the creation of this 
reality. 
 
Language’s role in ‘social situatedness’ is also significant to the understanding of 
the quixotic nature of truth, and how it may be applied to qualitative methods. 
Meaning cannot be extracted from language and ideology without social context, 
and it is in dialogue with listeners or readers that these meanings are formed 
(Bakhtin, 1981; Vološinov, 1973). Vološinov (1973, p.86; original emphasis) 
puts it like this:  
 
[A]  word is a two-sided act. It is determined equally by 
whose word it is and for whom it is meant. As word, it is 
precisely the product of the reciprocal relationship between 
speaker and listener, addresser and addressee. Each and 
every word expresses the ‘one’ in relation to the ‘other.’ I 
give myself verbal shape from another’s point of view. 
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Not only is truth then formed through dialogue but, from a postmodernist 
perspective, multiple dialogues within and across an enormous variety of 
discourses all constitute their own truth or “unified system of knowledge” 
(Smith, 1999, p.101; see also Flax, 1992, p.452). In Metcalf’s book “They Lie, 
We Lie: Getting on with Anthropology” he ruminates on objective truth: “Now 
that we have rejected closed functionalist systems there can be no completion of 
circles, and every story leads on to others. […] beyond [the narrative] there is no 
knowing, and, having paused to wonder, we shall have to get on” (2002, pp.135-
37). Metcalf’s suggestion to get on with the research is acted upon. Nevertheless, 
the present study can be conceptualised in terms of Clifford’s (1986, p.7) 
understanding of ethnographic truths: “inherently partial – committed and 
incomplete”. 
 
In sum, the subjectivity of the researcher is acknowledged. As a participant-
observer, the researcher became an integral part of the learning environment, and 
reflexivity was a crucial element to data collection and analysis. In other words, it 
was necessary for the researcher to reflect upon and analyze her role in student 
participation in the particular learning environment. 
 
ETHICS ISSUES 
Conducting the research in an ethical manner was extremely important given that 
it was research on humans, and the study was approved by the Murdoch Human 
Ethics Committee. As Liamputtong and Ezzy (2005) point out, ethics should be 
addressed procedurally, and also should be addressed in terms of the 
consequences of the research. The ethics issues found to be salient in the present   160
study are addressed in this section in terms of Patton’s (2002) “ethical issues 
checklist”. The issues on this checklist are mentioned broadly, followed by a 
closer examination of the issues particularly relevant to the study. These issues 
are considered to be the student participants’ capacity for autonomy, and 
researching the ‘Other’.  
 
An Ethics Issues Checklist 
Patton (2002) gives an “ethical issues checklist” which breaks down procedural 
issues and issues relating to research consequences. These issues include 
explaining one’s purpose clearly to the proposed participants of the research; 
keeping promises of reciprocity if these promises are made; assessing the risk the 
research poses to the participants; describing risk to the participants and handling 
the risk if it arises; honouring any promises of confidentiality; obtaining informed 
consent from the participants; considering data access and ownership carefully; 
taking care of one’s own mental health as researcher; knowing whom to go to for 
advice if needed; deciding on boundaries for data collection; and thinking beyond 
legal frameworks in order to respect the specific participants of one’s research. 
All of these issues were taken into account in the present research, but the most 
salient issues are now addressed. 
 
Student Participants’ Capacity for Autonomy 
An issue that became particularly salient in the study mainly arose from the 
student participants’ former refugee status. In other words, the students’ capacity 
for autonomy in their new country was not necessarily such that Patton’s ethics 
checklist was a straightforward guide to follow. Although ethics in refugee   161
research frequently focus on refugees in crisis situations (e.g., Jacobsen and 
Landau, 2003; Mackenzie, McDowell, and Pittaway, 2007), some of these ethical 
issues still apply to former refugees who have been resettled in a Western country 
such as Australia. For example, Mackenzie, McDowell and Pittaway (2007, 
p.299) give a main ethical issue related to refugees as: “responding to refugee 
participants’ capacities for autonomy”. They see autonomy as “relational” in that 
people are considered to be fundamentally social, and self-determination exists 
alongside the importance of relationships. Researchers are therefore obliged both 
to respect participants’ “capacities for self-determination” and also “help to 
promote [the participants’] autonomy and rebuild capacity” through the research 
project” (ibid., 309; see also Dyregov et al., 2000). With regards to the student 
participants of the present study, issues related to the students’ reduced capacity 
for autonomy in Australia influenced the obtaining of consent. Teacher-student 
dependency was a further issue which could be understood as related to student 
autonomy. 
 
Obtaining Informed Consent 
The issue of obtaining informed consent was not straightforward due to the 
student participants’ relative lack of autonomy in Australia. Mackenzie, 
McDowell and Pittaway (2007, p.300) view consent as providing “protection on 
the assumption that participants are autonomous, understand the implications of 
giving consent and are in relatively equal positions of power with researchers”. 
Because the student participants did not always understand the implications of 
giving consent, and were not in a relatively equal position of power as the   162
researcher, finding a way to obtain informed consent was of central concern in 
the design and implementation of the present research. 
 
The approach taken by the researcher was principally based on the notion of 
iterative consent. Iterative models of consent “start from the assumption that 
ethical agreements can best be secured through a process of negotiation, which 
aims to develop a shared understanding of what is involved at all stages of the 
research process” (Mackenzie et al., 2007, p. 306). The participants, especially in 
the women’s community group and the university group, were supportive of the 
research, and the researcher was guided by the participants in terms of ethics. For 
example, the participants showed the researcher how she could reciprocate by 
helping them with their studies, and thereby promote their autonomy in the new 
learning environment. The participants who spoke English fluently also gave 
advice on how to conduct the interviews, and acted as interpreters, so that the 
participants who needed an interpreter would feel more comfortable. Therefore, 
obtaining consent was a process that went beyond form-filling: The researcher 
looked for consent in the actions of the research participants and was also guided 
by the participants. The participants who demonstrated that they better 
understood the objectives of the research were also able to explain the research to 
other participants so that these other participants could make a more informed 
decision regarding whether or not to participate. 
 
Iterative consent was further seen to be the most valid way of obtaining informed 
consent because themes emerging in the data shaped the study. For example, a 
change in focus from orientation to learning to participation is reflected in the   163
research project titles of the various written consent forms. The “shared 
understanding” of the iterative consent, as mentioned in the earlier quote by 
Mackenzie et al., was that the researcher was undertaking the research in order to 
reflect on how to teach South Sudanese students in Australia more effectively.  
 
Written consent was also obtained for all of the groups involved in the study. 
While teaching English to a pre-literacy class for three weeks at TAFE, the 
researcher approached the issue of obtaining written consent in a practical way by 
using the consent form as a teaching tool
10. The students were able to decipher 
approximately half of the writing, and the rest was explained by the researcher in 
very simple language. Afterwards, a South Sudanese friend came into the class 
and explained the consent form to the students in Arabic to make sure that they 
had understood. For both the women’s community group and the second TAFE 
group it was more advantageous for consent forms to be interpreted because the 
researcher was not in a position to program the consent form into the lessons.  
The interpreter who assisted with the TAFE interviews explained the consent 
form in Arabic – a Nuer woman who was not able to speak Arabic had the 
consent form explained to her by the other Nuer woman. The South Sudanese 
coordinator of the women’s group explained the consent form in Arabic to the 
students in this group, and fielded the women’s questions: the women asked more 
questions about the consent form than did the participants in the other two 
learning environments. The men in the university group had the least questions 
about the consent form, and did not need an interpreter. 
 
                                                 
10 See Appendix B for a copy of the ‘teaching tool’ consent form.   164
Finally, a main issue with the consent forms was the underlying legal concept of 
liability: a concept that the majority of the participants did not appear to 
comprehend fully. Even the South Sudanese coordinator demonstrated her lack of 
understanding of the purpose of the consent form. She told the women that the 
reason that they needed to sign the form was because the researcher was a student 
and, as such, needed to be monitored. This assumption was corrected by the 
researcher. The explanation would be meaningless if they did not fully 
understand the concept of litigation. However, the fact that the participants knew 
that they had a choice whether or not they wanted to participate was assumed to 
be the main objective of the consent form. Once that consent to participate had 
been gained, the researcher could then make certain that the participants would 
be treated with the dignity and confidentiality that ethics, and conscience, 
demanded. In addition, the researcher could hold herself accountable not only to 
the ethics demands of the university but also to the participants of the study by 
doing her best to employ cross-cultural sensitivity. 
 
Teacher-Student Dependency 
Another ethics issue particularly relevant to the present study was teacher-student 
dependency (see National Health and Medical Research Council 1999). Although 
not directly related to their former refugee status, this issue was related to the 
autonomy of the student participants. As their tutor, the researcher had a 
professional relationship with the university participants in particular. Because 
she was responsible for allotting the grades for the unit she was delivering, the 
participants may have felt obliged to participate in the study, and also say 
whatever their tutor wanted to hear. To offset this, the university appeals system   165
was explained in order to emphasise the fact that the tutor did not have ultimate 
responsibility over grades. Further, all the university participants were supportive 
of the study, and often came to the researcher’s office out of class hours to 
discuss issues affecting them, talk about their experiences, and ask for advice in 
full knowledge that they would be assisting with the study. 
 
The students in the researcher’s relief teaching class at TAFE were made aware 
that they were not ultimately accountable to or dependent on the researcher 
through her emphasis on her role as relief teacher. Also, no assessments were 
conducted during her three weeks of teaching. With respect to the women’s 
group, although the researcher did do some teaching, this was not her primary 
role, and the women were far more dependent on the other volunteers for their 
learning. These explanations do not eliminate the fact that the researcher’s role 
may have played some part in the involvement of the participants in the study. 
For example, Levinson (1998) discusses how it was difficult for the participants 
of his Mexican study to refuse to be interviewed once they had already engaged 
with him even though he told them that they were under no obligation. This was 
found to be true with many of the participants in the present study. Once trust and 
rapport had developed, it was difficult to know whether the rapport was the 
reason why the participants agreed to be involved. The course taken by the 
researcher was to do everything possible to make sure that the participants’ trust 
was not proven to be misplaced. 
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Researching the ‘Other’ 
The other salient ethics issue in the study could be conceptualised as researching 
the ‘Other’. The concept of ‘Othering’ derives from the imperialistic desire to 
collect knowledge about people who were considered to be very different and 
usually inferior to those collecting the knowledge (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). 
Tuhiwai Smith (1999, p.1-2) refers to imperialistic appropriation in her 
discussion on research into indigenous peoples: 
 
[A] collective memory of imperialism has been perpetuated through the 
ways in which knowledge about indigenous peoples was collected, 
classified and then represented in various ways back to the West […]. 
 
She contends that it is this process which has given rise to discourse on the Other 
(ibid.). The present study may be construed as “Othering’ since it takes as its 
focus a marginalised group of people from South Sudan. That is to say, they had 
entered a new country where the dominant culture was very different from their 
own. The researcher did not share their ethnicity, and instead belonged to the 
dominant Anglo-Saxon Australian group.  
 
However, ‘Othering’ as a theoretical approach can be considered to deal 
ultimately with learning about ourselves; that is, “‘we’ use the Other to define 
ourselves; ‘we’ understand ourselves in relation to what ‘we’ are not” (Kitzinger 
and Wilkinson 1996, p.8). This means that research on Others should not 
necessarily be read only as reflective of the Others themselves, but even more 
reflective of the ‘reality’ constructed by those with the power of representation.   167
Nevertheless, Kitzinger and Wilkinson (1996) argue that the dominant group 
only speaking for themselves is not necessarily the answer. If we remain silent 
and simply work behind the scenes to create a social and political space in which 
the Others have a voice, we are left with the problem of defining exactly what we 
mean by Other. The question of what constitutes ‘our community’ has no clear-
cut resolution. For example, ‘our community’ may be categorized by such factors 
as gender, age, ethnic group, and level of education, and it is unclear which 
factors should be prioritized to define the Other (ibid.).  
 
Another reason why ‘we’ should not stop researching Others is that the voice of 
the dominant group – white, middle-class, Western – will be over-represented 
and, finally, if we cannot speak about them, this may proscribe them from 
speaking about us (ibid.). Invisibility due to lack of research is a significant issue, 
as Titley and Chasey – two young women working with old women – point out: 
“To avoid openly discussing old women protects us from the charge of ‘wrongful 
representation’, while seeming to credit us with acknowledging the limits of our 
professional and personal experience. However, by avoiding this risk we are 
complicit in the continued devaluing of old women’s experiences. Both we and 
they are then silenced” (1996, p.148). 
 
As a result of the substantial issues involved in writing about Others, problems 
need to be carefully negotiated. Alcoff (1994, pp.301-02) maintains that we 
should attempt to resist the temptation to speak on behalf of Others, but if the 
need arises, we should critically address the relevance of the study, respect and 
listen to criticism, and consider the possible effects of the research. We should   168
also try to understand how those we are studying perceive us. This can be very 
unsettling, but creating a dialogue has the potential to be more illuminating than 
simply setting up a situation where a researcher is committed to presenting a 
monologue on his/her subjects (Fowler, 1994). The present study takes an 
ethnographic approach in order to give the participants as much voice in the 
study as possible; the study is relevant in that its ultimate aim is to facilitate new 
ways of thinking about how to teach a marginalized group more effectively. 
 
However, this does not address the issue that the ethnographic process may be 
considered to be exploitative (see Stacey 1991, p.114). In the literature there 
seem to be researchers who focus on process (e.g. Stacey, 1991; Alcoff, 1994) 
and others who justify ethnography through a focus on product. Hale (1991) uses 
an interview she carried out with Fatma Ahmed Ibrahim, Sudan’s most visible 
woman politician for over 30 years, and a leading activist in the Women’s Union, 
to examine whether there may be too great a focus on process at the expense of 
product in feminist methodology. Hale contends that Ibrahim objectified her, and 
most likely agreed to the interview to further her own cause; in other words, there 
was little self-disclosure, and responses were in line with a particular political 
agenda. As a result, she poses the question: “Is it logical for me, a white Western 
feminist interviewing a Sudanese, to expect to be addressed as I see myself, when 
I may represent so many other categories to her?”  In Hale’s view, if we focus on 
how we research to such an extent, we are ignoring the fact that people from 
different cultures and ways of life may think very differently. She concludes that: 
“Privileging the process over the product can have a profound effect on our 
scholarship; on our ability to create any distance, to evaluate the narrator’s life as   169
separate from our own, and to assume a critical attitude without personalizing” 
(Hale, 1991, p.133).  
 
Furthering this argument, it could be claimed that the end justifies the means 
(Patai, 1991; Levinson, 1998). Patai contends that: “…in an unethical world we 
cannot do truly ethical research”; she goes on to claim that it is not enough to 
simply say that one is a white middle class woman – one should do one’s best to 
achieve one’s research objectives if one decides that the research has value 
(1991, p.150). It often appears to be the researcher, especially the feminist 
ethnographer, who is most concerned that s/he is exploiting the researched to 
promote her/his own academic life (e.g., Patai, 1991; Levinson, 1998; Alcoff, 
1994) – this concern is not necessarily shared by the researched. Patai found that 
the participants of her study enjoyed the undivided attention the interviews gave 
them to explore and make sense of their own lives (1991), and Levinson also 
notes that, in his study of Mexican schoolgirls: “Interviews and chats […] 
became an enormously reflexive and cathartic exercise” (1998, 345).  
 
One issue here may be “[t]he expectation of positive intervention” (Patai 1991, 
144), or the way participants may think that the researcher has the power to 
change the circumstances of the researched rather than just to report on these 
circumstances. The participants in the present study were found to be receptive 
and, perhaps because the research participants saw the researcher as a teacher 
rather than a bureaucrat, the above expectation was not apparent. It seemed that 
one reason why some of the university participants in particular were seeking the 
researcher out to talk about issues they were confronting in their private lives was   170
because they knew that they had her undivided attention, and because a rapport 
had developed through her interest in them.  
 
In sum, even though ethical issues, such as “the complex moral relationship of 
the observer to the observed, [and] of the relevance of the observed’s situation to 
the situation of the observer’s own society […] are never resolved in any 
ethnography” (Markus, 1998, p.75), listening to the participants when they 
needed to talk was one way to ameliorate exploitation. The researcher was also 
able to give the participants information they needed and help with their English 
and academic studies, which meant that passages of exchanging information were 
two-way (Klein 1986, p.14). Finally, giving a voice to the research participants, 
and viewing learning in Australia from their perspective was a main aim of the 
present study. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The study was designed primarily as qualitative ethnographic participant-
observer research (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994; Babbie, 2005) in order to 
collect rich data on South Sudanese student participation in Australian learning 
environments. Along with observation, semi-structured in-depth ‘active’ 
interviews (see Holstein & Gubrium, 1995) and a focus group were conducted, 
and the discourse of the interviewed students and teachers deepened 
understandings of observed behaviour. The research was designed with the 
understanding that transparency allows the reader to decide whether they agree  
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with the methodological choices made (Collins, 1990). The aim of this chapter 
has been to detail the methodology in sufficient depth for the reader to make their 
decision.  
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                                              Chapter Six
    Expectations as Indicators of Identity-in-Practice  
           
The purpose of this chapter is to report and analyse cross-cultural influences on adult 
South Sudanese participation in Australian learning environments. The cross-cultural 
source of influence in the systemic model of participation theorised in Chapter Four 
is used as an interpretive frame. The cross-cultural elements influencing the students’ 
participation are taken to be expectations, and congruence between the students’ and 
teachers’ expectations in the learning environment is discussed. The research 
questions specific to the chapter are:  
 
¾  What are the expectations of South Sudanese students in Australia regarding how 
teaching and learning should take place, and how do they compare and contrast 
with the expectations of their teachers?  
¾  How does the degree of congruence between students’ and teachers’ expectations 
influence the students’ participation in their learning environment? 
 
Expectations are examined according to deference to the teacher, teacher guidance 
and competition because these themes emerged from observation and participant 
observation, and subsequently informed the interview questions. The students’ 
expectations are interpreted as arising from cultural schemas, defined in Chapter 
Three as intersubjectively shared ‘mental recognition devices’, or frameworks of 
ideas, for interpreting the outside world (D’Andrade, 1987, 1995). Particular cultural   174
schemas, as identified through students’ reports of participation in past learning 
practices, are assumed to be aspects of students’ identity, conceptualised as identity-
in-practice. Identity-in-practice is shown in the inner model in Figure 2 in Chapter 
Four, and is taken to be the way in which students experience themselves through 
particular practices. 
 
This chapter is divided into four sections. In the first three sections deference to the 
teacher, teacher guidance, and competition are discussed, and corresponding cultural 
schemas are identified. Both students’ and teachers’ expectations are addressed in 
each section, followed by the degree of congruence between the two sets of 
expectations. In the fourth section the findings are synthesised and the interpretation 
of the findings is discussed.    
 
DEFERENCE TO THE TEACHER 
Students’ Expectations 
Deference to the teacher was the most salient student expectation to emerge from the 
observation and interview data and also from the researcher’s own teaching 
experience with South Sudanese students. A cultural schema of obedience to teachers 
was inferred from the data to be an aspect of the students’ identity in formal and non-
formal learning practices. 
 
First, the students’ expectation of deference to the teacher was evident in the 
interviews conducted for the study. In interview nearly all of the students over the   175
three learning contexts indicated a reluctance to appear to be questioning the 
teacher’s judgement. Examples from the university and TAFE group are given below 
respectively: 
 
[If the teacher makes a big mistake] wait after the class and then...I talk to the 
teacher...if it’s just a small mistake it’s easy to talk inside the class also...the 
idea is respect the teacher. (Rachel) 
 
A student has the right to inform the teacher about a mistake committed, but 
it has to be very technical whereby you don’t need to shame your teacher. 
(Daniel interpreting for Nigel) 
 
In these examples the focus appeared to be on deferring to the teacher in order to 
avoid ‘shaming’ them, or diminishing them in the eyes of others.  
 
In another example, Sally, a student in the women’s community group, spoke very 
indignantly of a particular student in her TAFE class who did not defer to the 
teacher’s judgement the day of Sally’s interview: 
 
Like today we [did] an exam yesterday and then the teacher record[ed 
it]...today...[the teacher] bring[s] the letters back...and then she correct[s] the 
letters and then the other lady from [the] class she doesn’t pass and then 
disturbs, shouting with [the] teacher, she doesn’t agree with [the] teacher, she 
say this teacher she doesn’t know how to teach every class... (Sally) 
 
When asked if this was a bad student, Sally answered emphatically in the 
affirmative. Later in the interview when the researcher referred back to the incident 
Sally had described, Sally was again indignant, commenting that the teacher should 
not be treated in this way:    176
 
[The teacher’s] the one [who] teach[es] you to know...don’t don’t don’t don’t 
shout... with her. (Sally) 
 
Even though it would be fair to say that no person should be treated in this way, the 
reason that Sally gave for not shouting was directly related to the role of the teacher. 
 
The interviews could be cross-referenced with the actions of the students in class 
during observations. Students were observed to defer to their teachers across the 
three learning environments. During the course of the fieldwork the students were 
not observed to question their teachers, including the researcher. In addition, if the 
students did not want to participate in an activity, or in an interview, they were found 
to use avoidance strategies, such as wandering outside to talk to the children, in the 
case of the women’s community group, pretending to work with the group and then 
working alone when the teacher had moved onto the next group in the case of the 
university group, and not coming to class in order to avoid being interviewed in the 
case of one student in the TAFE group. In the only situation that may have been 
viewed as a lack of deference - Sam speaking on his mobile phone during class and 
not moving to leave the room – the other South Sudanese students at the time were 
vocal in their surprise at his ‘rudeness’. 
 
Another significant focus related to the expectation of deference in the interviews 
was the importance of not annoying the teacher. This included not asking too many 
questions. The focus was most explicitly stated by students in the university and 
TAFE groups. For example:   177
 
In Kenya...some of [the] students may even challenge a lot and can have a 
knowledge maybe some other teachers don’t have...if you try to challenge 
you challenge [to] a certain level but not to the extent that you will annoy the 
teacher. (Mike) 
 
If you have not understood the thing and then you repeatedly ask so that you 
can understand the thing in good faith, there’s no problem, but...asking lots of 
questions that [don’t] really make sense...annoying the teacher, that is bad. 
(Daniel interpreting for Lucy and Neil) 
 
South Sudanese students were rarely observed to ask questions during class, but 
instead participated by calling out answers to show their knowledge. All of the six 
university students interviewed commented that asking questions during class 
assisted learning and was therefore beneficial. The students’ apparent understanding 
that asking questions was permissible in their new learning context and also 
advantageous for their learning may have been indicative of changing expectations. 
However, only Daniel was observed to ask questions in tutorials and even these 
questions would occur before the class started, or at the end. The influence of 
changing expectations on forms of participation may have manifested in a more 
longitudinal study. 
 
The Cultural Schema of Obedience 
The cultural schema of obedience was identified as the main aspect of the students’ 
identity underlying deference to the teacher through students’ reports of past learning 
experiences. This schema was related to students’ participation in previous learning 
environments through the reported ‘power’ of the teacher, some of the students’ 
professed cultural trait of indirectness, and the importance attached to education.   178
 
First, the students reported teachers as having the power to block their education. 
This power suggests motivation for the students to be obedient to the teacher. For 
example, at least three of the students in the university group were educated in 
Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya where a lack of qualified teachers was referred to by 
both Mike and Peter in interview. However, if the teachers were perceived by the 
students not to be doing their job properly and the students voiced misgivings, the 
students reported that the teachers had the power to expel them from the school. 
Matthew, another university student, told a story in interview in which he had gone 
on strike from his secondary school in Kakuma Refugee camp as a Form Three 
student. The Form Three students were taking their lead from the Form Four students 
who thought that some of the teachers did not teach well. All the students on the 
strike were then told that they were suspended, and had to write an apology letter in 
order to return to school. The student reported in interview that he had written a letter 
of apology but still had not been allowed to return. The other university student 
expressed the teachers’ power in this way:  
  
The teacher [in Sudan] [is the] final person...you have to respect 
 [him/her]. (Daniel) 
 
 
Further, a cultural trait of indirectness may have prevented students from asking 
questions, thereby facilitating ‘obedient’ forms of participation. Two of the Dinka 
students both stated in interview that indirectness was a cultural trait, and this may 
have been a further reason why the students were not observed to question directly   179
the information transmitted by a teacher during the course of the fieldwork. This 
indirectness could be related to Reagan’s (2000) contention that respecting one’s 
elders is a strong tradition in many African cultures. None of the other Dinka 
students interviewed referred to indirectness as a cultural trait, but this may have 
been related to age - Sam and Morgan were both middle-aged and the other Dinka 
students in the university group were in their early twenties. The younger students 
had been removed from many of their traditional practices at an early age, having 
been in the process of fleeing or in a refugee camp for most of their lives. Even 
though Neil, one of the preliteracy students in the TAFE group, was also a mature-
aged Dinka student, he was not able to give the same kind of in depth comments that 
Sam and Morgan were able to give as a result of his very low level of education
1. 
 
Teachers’ Expectations 
The study found that teachers expected to be treated with a certain degree of 
deference by their students. However, in the case of the TAFE teachers and, indeed, 
the researcher, the degree of deference these teachers normally expected to receive 
without ‘earning’ it was surpassed by the perceived deference of their South 
Sudanese students. However, in the university group, some teachers’ expectations 
were unmet. Teachers’ expectations are now discussed in terms of perceived and 
lack of perceived deference from students. 
 
                                                 
1 It is important to note that the cited cultural trait of indirectness may have been contextual, 
given Yates’ (2007) finding that Dinka interactive styles in English appear to be more direct 
and aggressive than the interactive styles of native speakers of Australian English.   180
Perceived Deference from Students 
Across all three groups and learning environments many of the teachers were found 
to have their expectations of deference surpassed with regards to their South 
Sudanese students. The three teachers whose TAFE classes were observed for this 
study made this particularly clear: 
 
My overall feeling and impression about the Sudanese is...very positive, 
cohesive, friendly...not sort of ‘oh-oh’, you know. (Abbie) 
  That they respect you as a teacher? (Interviewer) 
 Absolutely.  (Vicky) 
Yeah and also they don’t put pressure on you like some nationalities do, you 
know, like it’s your fault that they haven’t passed the test... (Cameron) 
  So pretty nice kind of fuzzy feeling. (Abbie) 
 
These comments support the researcher’s own observations in the university tutorials 
on which she taught, and also the observations carried out at the women’s 
community group and TAFE group. The students appeared to defer to the teachers 
and accept the teacher’s word as final in the classroom. For example, if there was a 
problem, the university students would come to the researcher’s office and discuss it 
in private, which was in keeping with the comments the students made in interview 
about deferring to the teacher’s judgement. This attitude may have been especially 
pleasing to the TAFE teachers who were following an acquisition-competence model 
of teaching and learning, as this model “moves the emphasis and the focus from 
provision (the teacher, the textbook, and the curriculum) to learning (the learner, the 
employer, learning outcomes and assessment)” (Muller, 1998, p.181). If the focus is 
on the learner rather than the teacher, it is logical that the teacher may lose some of 
the respect traditionally accorded to them.   181
Teachers’ comments in interview on wanting to help the students and the students’ 
dedication to learning may also be tentatively linked to deference to the teacher: 
Teachers may not have spoken in this way if the students had not been treating them 
with deference. The volunteers in the women’s community group and two of the 
university teachers interviewed did not speak directly about the students in terms of 
the deference shown to them as teachers, but they described the students’ dedication 
to learning in glowing terms. Anne and Craig made multiple references in interview 
to this dedication, and one volunteer in the women’s community group in particular 
was impressed by her students’ attitude towards their own learning. Below is one of 
many comments made by Anne, and also the volunteer’s response to whether or not 
the South Sudanese students had taught her anything: 
 
If a student makes the effort, whether they’re Sudanese or whatever...one will 
also make the effort...we provide the learning materials...and the whole 
structure, but the students have to put in the effort as well, and the more effort 
and commitment a student puts in, the more likely you as a teacher are 
likely...to go that bit further for them...[the South Sudanese students are] 
conscientious, they’re very determined, they’re keen, they want to learn. 
(Anne) 
 
I’ve been particularly...impressed...by the women who come in with their 
little babies and, you know, they’ll be like breastfeeding while they’re 
learning English and just their dedication to that, and I’ve noticed that 
particularly with Sudanese because it seems like with some of the Middle 
Eastern groups there’s not the same desire to learn English...the Iraqi women 
I work with...they’re content sort of in their own situation speaking Arabic 
and being within their community, whereas it seems with these women there 
is an actual desire to learn English. (Sandra) 
 
The students’ dedication to learning also seems to support the research that education 
is considered to be extremely important in a Sub-Saharan context – as discussed in 
the previous section on students’ expectations.   182
Lack of Perceived Deference from Students 
It also became evident in the course of interviewing other university educators that 
the deference to the teacher which students appeared to be demonstrating was not felt 
by all teachers, and again this was related to student dedication and commitment. A 
possible reason for some teachers’ expectation that they would be treated with more 
deference by their students may have been a misunderstanding between the teachers 
and their students of what deference actually entailed. It seemed that the students’ 
display of deference with regard to lack of confrontation and reluctance to question 
or hold an opposing view to the teacher was being overshadowed by their frequent 
lack of punctuality and their reluctance or inability to participate in a way that the 
teachers may have expected. This is discussed further in Chapter Eight. Below are 
comments from educators which demonstrate that, although one student was cited by 
each as a diligent student and therefore an exception – Marilyn cited Daniel and 
Libby cited Steve – they did not feel that the rest of their South Sudanese students 
were treating them with deference: 
  
I suppose you could call it arrogance or disrespect, I don’t know which it is, 
but this whole business of punctuality, of thinking that what...the others have 
to do wasn’t what they had to, they could do something completely different, 
you know, the essay was about this, they didn’t have to write that essay, they 
could write the essay they wanted to write, you know, stuff like that, and they 
didn’t have to hand it in on the due date, they could hand it in when they felt 
like it, and that sort of thing. (Libby) 
 
And this sort of posture [Marilyn slumps in her seat and folds her arms] in the 
tutorial, you know, legs out, I mean I know they’re huge guys and I know the 
desks and chairs aren’t designed for them to be comfortable in them, but 
stretching out like you would stretch out on the lounge at home watching 
television when you’re supposed to be learning really just bugged me...in the 
lectures I found they were very   attentive, they were sitting up...I knew 
they could do it you see. (Marilyn)   183
Libby therefore spoke of not following instructions as a sign of disrespect, which 
could also be construed as a lack of deference towards the teacher who is giving the 
instructions. Marilyn concentrated on the lack of more physical manifestations of 
deference towards learning in what she understood to be a formal environment. This 
may also be considered to include deference towards the teacher. Possible reasons 
for students’ actions with respect to the formality of the learning environment are 
explored in greater detail in Chapter Eight. 
 
One of the university educators focused on gaining respect through other means, 
feeling that her role as teacher was not a sufficient incentive for the students’ 
deference. She spoke of African culture in the context of successfully gaining respect 
from the students, and this could be viewed in terms of finding a way to encourage 
an attitude of deference among the students: 
 
I come from Africa...there are some things...I can say [are] universal within 
African culture...the notion of respect really is one of them, certainly for 
women, it’s older women [who] get more respect than younger women, older 
women post-menopausal are generally...given the respect that an older man’s 
given...because they’re no longer considered to be a woman, they are now an 
honorary man or something like that...sometimes I use that to my advantage 
as a control mechanism perhaps. (Libby) 
  And did you find that they responded? (Interviewer) 
  Oh yes, oh yes. (Libby) 
 
This notion of having to earn the respect of the South Sudanese students through 
different means appeared contrary to the recounted experiences of other teachers and 
the observations conducted during the course of the fieldwork. Other teachers 
appeared to be happy with their South Sudanese students because they did not have   184
to ‘earn’ the students’ deferential attitude through any other means than their role as 
the teacher. Nevertheless, it is possible that Libby sought to gain the respect of her 
students in this way due to perceived lack of deference as displayed through lack of 
punctuality and non-participation. 
 
Further, it was possible that the two university educators, through their particular 
focus on critical thinking and knowledge construction in tutorials were not teaching 
according to the students’ apparent expectations that the educators were the experts 
who transmitted facts, and this may have affected the students’ participation. A lack 
of understanding of the value of a particular way of teaching may result in less 
dedication (Cowie and Ruddock, 1990), which can be construed as less deference for 
the teacher. Marilyn’s previous quote alludes to this when she speaks of the 
attentiveness of students in the lectures. The lectures were delivered in a more formal 
style, and this style was likely to be more familiar to the students. 
 
Therefore, teachers across the three different learning contexts appeared to expect a 
certain degree of deference from their students, and most of the teachers seemed to 
be receiving more deference from their South Sudanese students than they were 
accustomed to receiving from other groups of students. Nevertheless, some teachers 
in the university group did not appear to feel that the majority of their South 
Sudanese students had treated them with the deference they expected from students.  
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Degree of Congruence 
The findings in this category of expectations showed congruence between students’ 
and teachers’ expectations: Both parties expected that the teacher would be deferred 
to by the student. Nevertheless, there was a lack of congruence regarding the degree 
of deference which the students showed towards the teacher. This was mostly found 
to be positive because the teachers appeared to feel more deference from the students 
than they usually did from students in general. The teachers seemed to be content, on 
the whole, that their status as teacher was sufficient for the students to defer to them 
– they did not have to ‘earn’ this deference in any other way. The students’ apparent 
expectation that they would need to show deference to their teacher seemed to be an 
appropriate transfer between home and host cultural-educational context, according 
to Volet’s (1999) argument discussed in the final section of Chapter Three.  
 
However, two of the university teachers did not seem to feel that the majority of their 
South Sudanese students were treating them with the deference they expected. This 
lack of congruence may have been due to misunderstandings concerning the forms of 
participation and non-participation through which the students experienced 
themselves as obedient learners, and displayed their deference. Students seemed to 
show this ‘obedient’ aspect of their identity by not asking the teacher too many 
questions, not shaming the teacher in front of the class, not putting forward views 
which did not align with the teacher’s views, and by using avoidance (non-
participation) strategies rather than confrontational strategies in class. These forms of 
participation did not appear to be changing for any of the students, and students 
therefore did not appear to differ in their attachment to the cultural schema of   186
obedience. On the other hand, it appeared that the two teachers at university were 
expecting the students to display their deference through different forms of 
participation: for example, punctuality and following instructions. These forms of 
participation are discussed further in Chapter Eight.  
 
TEACHER GUIDANCE 
Students’ Expectations 
During the course of the fieldwork it was found that the students expected to have 
their behaviour and the behaviour of other students very closely monitored by the 
teacher in formal learning environments. Students also seemed to expect to have 
their learning closely monitored in formal learning environments, especially in terms 
of teachers’ feedback. These two types of monitoring
2 are now addressed in terms of 
student behaviour in formal classrooms and student learning in formal classrooms. 
Cultural schemas of obedience to the teacher and dependence on the teacher as 
aspects of students’ identity in formal learning practices were identified as 
underpinning the students’ expectations regarding behaviour and learning 
respectively, and are also discussed. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 Throughout this section teacher guidance is conceptualised as monitoring. Monitoring is 
used in an active rather than passive sense – teachers do not only observe students’ 
behaviour and learning, but intervene if there is a perceived problem.   187
Student Behaviour in Formal Classrooms 
Students in both the university group and the women’s community group spoke at 
length in interview about behaviour in formal classrooms. Turn-taking was found to 
be a particularly salient theme among the university participants and the students in 
the women’s community group chose to speak of their experiences at TAFE.  
 
First, it became clear through observation and interviews with the six students in the 
university group that students expected themselves and other students to have their 
behaviour monitored closely by teachers in formal classrooms in relation to turn-
taking. Students were found to expect turn-taking to be highly structured in the 
university learning environment. All of the six university students interviewed said 
that it was impolite to talk when somebody had not finished the point that s/he was 
making. It was observed in the tutorials the researcher gave to the students that they 
preferred to talk in blocks of time, and they generally allowed others to speak in this 
way. In other words, the students appeared to be reluctant to take advantage of a 
short pause if they thought that the speaker had not concluded his/her contribution. 
 
Two of the older university participants spoke of this issue at length in interview, 
showing dissatisfaction that tutors were not controlling turn-taking in tutorials. 
Morgan’s comment below is a reflection of this dissatisfaction: 
 
If you want to say something you have to raise your hand up in Africa [...] 
but in Australia there is no space. [A] person talk[s], another person jump[s 
in] even [if] they know when that person is going to finish. When you finish, 
even [before] seconds people rush in, another person rush[es] in, like that. 
(Morgan)   188
 
This perceived lack of space to talk influenced Morgan’s participation in tutorials in 
that he found himself unable to participate: 
 
  I decided to talk but I don’t get a chance. (Morgan) 
 
This is similar to Mangubhai’s (2000) finding in his study of turn-taking among 
Athubascan Indians and Americans that the Americans spoke to fill silences, and the 
Athubascan Indians felt that they were not being given an opportunity to speak. 
 
In the case of not having behaviour monitored ‘sufficiently’ by teachers, students 
participated differently. If tutors did not monitor turn-taking, some university 
students were assertive in attempting to control the turn-taking, especially with other 
African students, while others relied solely on the tutor to monitor the other students 
in this way. Individual differences in students monitoring the behaviour of other 
students may have been due to the fact that the more assertive students had been in 
positions of authority in either Sudan or Kenya. One of the assertive students 
explained in interview that he had been class monitor – a position of responsibility to 
which one student in each class was elected by the other students. Two more of the 
assertive students also mentioned in interview that they had been leaders in the 
Sudanese People’s Liberation Army (SPLA), and accustomed to a position of 
command. The more reserved students did not necessarily disapprove of their 
colleagues monitoring turn-taking. For example, Peter commented in interview on 
Sam’s refusal to give ground to a Congolese student before he had finished his point: 
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There was one time [the Congolese student] interrupted but [Sam] ke[pt] on 
talking. That[s] because [Sam] feels as if he has not completed his statement, 
so you [...shouldn’t] talk and leave it hanging, you have to conclude whatever 
you are saying. (Peter) 
 
Peter’s comment seemed to show solidarity with the students who attempted to take 
control of turn-taking, even though Peter himself was more reticent when it came to 
asserting himself. 
 
Next, the students interviewed in the women’s community group spoke of TAFE as a 
learning environment where classroom management was the responsibility of the 
teacher. For example, Sally and Ivy, two women who also attended TAFE, spoke 
about student “misbehaviour” at TAFE in interview, and blamed it on classroom 
management: 
 
  [Misbehaviour] depends on the management. (Ivy) 
  Do you think it depends on the management? (Interviewer) 
 Sometimes  yeah.  (Sally) 
 
These women in particular expressed indignation in interview that, in TAFE classes, 
students sometimes did not do what the teacher told them to do or confronted the 
teacher in class. This indignation seemed to suggest that a formal learning 
environment elicited expectations of close monitoring of behaviour by the teacher. 
This was particularly apparent in that the non-formal learning environment of the 
women’s community group did not appear to elicit the same expectations. In the 
community classes, the women were usually observed to resist volunteers’ attempts   190
to closely monitor their behaviour, especially in terms of classroom routines and the 
use of English. This issue is further explored in the Chapter Eight.  
 
A Cultural Schema of Obedience 
The students’ expectation that their behaviour would be closely monitored by the 
teacher in a formal learning environment was interpreted to be linked to a cultural 
schema of obedience developed as an element of their identity in formal learning 
practices during the students’ participation in past learning environments. Students 
spoke in interview of very large class sizes – the average class size for primary 
school was given as 40-50 children per class and secondary school, around 70 and 
sometimes nearly 200 in one class. Some students reported the need for obedience to 
the teacher in these classes, and physical punishment for misdemeanours at school 
was cited in interview by both Ivy and Peter - a women’s community group 
participant and university participant respectively. These past learning experiences 
support King’s (1990) contention that obedience is extremely important in many 
cultures in Sub-Saharan Africa given the large class sizes.  
 
In addition, many of the students in the women’s community group, including Sally, 
had left school during primary, and identification of themselves as obedient learners 
may have remained from this childhood experience of a formal classroom. Sally 
commented that:  
 
When we [are] still young, you know, everybody need[s] to do anything 
when the teacher told her to do. (Sally) 
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Even though she was talking of her childhood experiences, her use of the word 
“misbehaviour” in the TAFE context, quoted earlier in this section, is more 
appropriate in a primary school context. It was difficult to analyse the connotations 
of words since the speaker had a low level of English, but the student in question 
also spoke at length in interview about an Italian woman not accepting the teacher’s 
decision in a listening assessment
3. Disobedience appeared to be the underlying 
theme of her account, and this focus on disobedience may be considered to fit well 
with the childhood connotation of misbehaviour.   
 
Turn-taking may have also been related to a cultural schema of obedience to the 
teacher. For example, turn-taking appeared to be strictly controlled in the students’ 
past learning environments by students having to raise their hands. Morgan, in the 
quote cited in the section on turn-taking, alludes to this type of control. Three other 
students also made the point that they had had to raise their hands to speak in class in 
Africa in both primary and secondary schools. One of these students went to school 
in South Sudan, as did the two older students, and two others both attended school in 
Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya. 
 
Students also alluded to the importance of controlling turn-taking in different ways:  
 
In our culture, or even in Africa [...] when people are talking [there] must be 
a certain control of talking, the tutor should control, or the person who is in 
front of people should have control [all] the time and he has to observe 
actually who is want[ing] to talk. (Morgan) 
 
                                                 
3 This quote is given in the previous section.   192
Interruptions [were] not allowed in classes when we were learning [in Africa] 
like if  I am talking, if I supported a question the[n] I have to complete my 
statement like even if it doesn’t make sense [...] everybody has a turn and you 
get your turn. (Peter) 
 
Therefore, students appeared to have had aspects of their behaviour firmly controlled 
by their teacher in formal learning environments. 
 
Student Learning in Formal Classrooms 
As well as monitoring behaviour, students also appeared to expect the teacher to 
monitor them in formal classrooms through close feedback on their learning. The 
TAFE students interviewed appeared to be happy with the guidance that they were 
receiving from their teachers, and were observed to participate actively in class. For 
example, Fiona liked the way teachers monitored her level:  
 
She likes [TAFE] because she deserves where she is to be put. (Daniel 
interpreting for Fiona)  
 
Clive also praised his teacher Cameron for monitoring him:  
 
I like [Cameron] because [he] show[s] you [what] you don’t know [...] he is 
[...] around [for] the student[s]. (Clive) 
 
The university students appeared to have the same expectation that their learning 
would be monitored closely by their teachers, but this monitoring did not always take 
place. The students were observed to be especially focused on receiving feedback on 
culturally appropriate ways of meeting the academic requirements of university, 
pointing out at length in informal exchanges that they understood themselves to be   193
disadvantaged in relation to other students, not having grown up in Australia. This 
expectation that teachers would monitor the students’ progress at university and give 
them ‘cultural’ feedback may have been strengthened by the highly structured and 
process-oriented nature of the four-week intensive alternative entry program which 
all the university participants completed in order to study at university.  
 
However, some of the university students more explicitly demonstrated in interview 
that their expectations were starting to undergo a change regarding the degree of 
guidance they received from their teachers. For example, when asked what he 
expected from a teacher, Matthew said: 
 
In my past years at school...our teacher just used to give information, then 
yours is just to come and read this and you don’t do a lot of research...but 
here now it’s different...like lectures they don’t....give you all what you 
expect...I’m expecting teachers to give me more information. (Matthew) 
 
Matthew did not appear happy with this aspect of learning in the new context, even 
though he was observed to take the initiative to seek information himself. Other 
students were more positive. Mike’s response is an illustration of reacting to change 
in a positive way. This was his answer to the same question: 
 
With that school back home [in Africa] we [did] not have to do research...the 
whole  thing [was] prepared by teachers, notes were prepared by teachers and 
handed [out] or maybe written on the blackboard and then you [could] copy 
it...The only thing the student [could] do is revise that and maybe get yourself 
[ready] for the exam...It was good [at] that time...but here it is good to...be 
independent. Really. I like it. (Mike) 
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Mike’s participation was also observed to be changing in that he was gradually 
taking more and more initiative to do his own research. This was also true of Daniel 
and Peter, two more of the interviewed participants, as well as three of the South 
Sudanese students observed in the university group who were not interviewed.  
 
In the women’s community group, similarly to behaviour, the students did not appear 
to expect their learning to be monitored in any systematic way, but the community 
group did not constitute a formal classroom. Some of the women who also attended 
TAFE, such as Fiona quoted above, were found to enjoy being monitored in the more 
formal context of TAFE. It was difficult to observe and interview for this expectation 
in the women’s community group since women who wanted their learning to be 
monitored may have avoided the group since it was not set up to monitor the students 
systematically. This issue is explored further in Chapter Eight. 
 
A Cultural Schema of Teacher Dependence  
The schema of teacher dependence was identified through students’ reports of past 
formal learning experiences. ‘Teacher dependence’ in this case refers to teachers as 
being the main source of information. In particular, the university students 
interviewed referred to monitoring as essential due to limited or no access to libraries 
or other sources in the past. Daniel summed up this aspect of the students’ identity in 
formal learning practices:   
 
Back home in Sudan the system is different because there the teacher is the 
central meaning, [the] central key point of learning. Everything is through the 
teacher...the teacher has to make everything...to bring to you...then you cram   195
the whole thing, you come to the examination without paper, like the whole 
year, you have to put the whole thing in your head. (Daniel) 
 
 
Across the TAFE and university groups it was observed that students were highly 
focused on the structure and presentation of learning activities, and depended on the 
teacher to teach these learning conventions very explicitly. Students in the TAFE 
group appeared to be happy with teachers’ explicit feedback, as discussed earlier. 
However, although three of the university students expressed dissatisfaction during 
informal exchanges with the researcher, three students in the university group in 
particular were showing evidence of changing expectations. These changing 
expectations appeared to be resulting in students’ experiencing themselves as more 
independent learners, observed through more independent forms of participation. 
This appeared to indicate that students differed in their degree of attachment to this 
aspect of their identity. 
 
Finally, the schema of teacher dependence may have been related to a teacher-
fronted transmission model of teaching found in Sub-Saharan and other cultures 
(Arthur and Martin, 2006, p.181; Lin, 2001). In this transmission model exchanges 
between the teachers and students have been observed to follow an information-
response-feedback format, and all of these three stages are closely guided by the 
teacher (ibid.). This teacher transmission model was frequently used in the observed 
classes at TAFE, but much less frequently used in tutorials the university participants 
attended. However, the four-week university program mentioned earlier incorporated 
the teacher transmission model and highly structured activities, and three of the   196
university students spoke informally to the researcher of their preference for being 
taught in this way.  This point is discussed in greater depth in Chapter Eight. 
 
Teachers’ Expectations 
Teachers’ expectations regarding monitoring tended to differ according to the 
learning context. These differences in expectations existed in terms of both closely 
monitoring students’ behaviour and monitoring their learning. The main focus of this 
section is on teachers’ expectations in the more formal university and TAFE 
classrooms, but some reference is made to the women’s community group volunteers 
when their behaviour appeared to suggest similar expectations to teachers in the 
more formal learning environments
4.  
 
Students’ Behaviour in Formal Classrooms 
Teachers in the university group and TAFE group had differing expectations in terms 
of the extent to which they were responsible for monitoring students’ behaviour. 
First, the university teachers appeared to have the expectation that students were 
responsible adults and, as such, did not need to be subject to explicit behaviour 
management. Marilyn in particular spoke in interview of her students acting like 
children and her annoyance at this: 
 
                                                 
4 The university and TAFE groups are the main focus of this section in order to correspond 
with the students’ expectations: The students’ expectations related to teacher guidance were 
generally found to apply to formal learning environments, as mentioned. The women’s 
community group was assessed to be a non-formal learning environment.   197
They’d want a break, they’d go and it was really hard to get them back in [to 
the tutorial] and I used to say to them, you’re grown men [...], you know 
when ten minutes is up, how about behaving. (Marilyn) 
 
  I felt it was like teaching...when I was teaching about eight year old boys, and 
the  young boys in the class were always very keen, you know, I know the 
answer, I know the answer...that’s what it felt like to me, attention-seeking 
behaviour.  (Marilyn) 
 
Libby, on the other hand, did not draw this parallel with children, but commented 
that she did not think that many of the South Sudanese students should have been at 
university. It became clear that this opinion had been formed by the behaviour of the 
students when she was speaking about Steve – a diligent student:  
 
I think [Steve] got quite irritated with the others for being late, for missing 
tutes, for making pathetic excuses like the soccer was on, and so on. (Libby)  
 
 
Therefore, these two teachers in particular made it clear that they were annoyed at 
being confronted with ‘childish’ behaviour. It is acknowledged to be a difficult 
transition for students coming from secondary school to university partly because 
behaviour is not monitored at university (Kantanis, 2000), but it appeared significant 
that Marilyn’s focus was on what she considered to be the students’ primary rather 
than secondary school behaviour. The other two university educators who were 
interviewed also referred to the students as being at primary school level, but their 
comments were directed at the students’ degree of sophistication in writing. These 
two educators took students’ desire to participate as enthusiasm rather than a 
behavioural issue. Their only other allusion to behaviour was that the South   198
Sudanese students could become very emotional, but this did not appear to be a 
cause for annoyance for these two teachers. 
 
In contrast, the TAFE teachers did not appear to expect ‘adult’ behaviour from their 
students. The students were observed to call out the answers to the teacher’s 
questions even if they were not the ones chosen to do so, and the teachers usually 
tolerated rather than demonstrated annoyance at this behaviour. The teachers were 
observed to be active in managing behaviour in other ways, however. For instance, 
students were scolded in a manner usually reserved for children, if they were 
laughing at another student, or had not completed a piece of work they should have 
completed. This ‘telling off’ was done in a light-hearted way and, in the classes 
observed, the students did not react negatively. The teachers did not refer to this in 
interview at all, and the fact that it was done without annoyance suggested that they 
expected to monitor students in this way as part of their job.  
 
In a similar way to observations, comments made by TAFE teachers in interview 
also appeared to suggest that they expected that the students would not necessarily 
know how to behave, and students’ behaviour needed to be monitored. Vicky gave 
an account of one of her students who had left the class in tears because Vicky had 
told her that she would not repeat instructions if the student continued to come late 
and to speak in her dialect in the classroom. Vicky had gone after her and given her a 
hug, and the student had happily come back to class. Further, Cameron likened the 
students to primary school children when speaking of students who were upset that 
they had not progressed to the next class:    199
 
You know like when we’re in primary school, our friends go up and we stay 
down and we don’t like it either. (Cameron)  
 
 
The teachers did not only appear to expect this childlike behaviour from the South 
Sudanese students, however. Other nationalities in the classes were observed to be 
treated in the same way. The expectations of the teachers with regard to managing 
behaviour may have been partially formed as a result of the tendency of literacy 
students to be deferential to and reliant on their teachers (Levine, 1986). The 
teachers’ feeling of responsibility for the monitoring of behaviour may have 
increased due to the students’ perceived dependency
5. In interview one of the 
students in the university group alluded to this when he was commenting on his 
experiences at TAFE:  
 
How they see us [in TAFE] ...we come from a different country and they 
consider us like small children ...I like [that] because...my mind is very small. 
(Morgan) 
 
Therefore, it appeared that students did not necessarily mind being treated like 
children in their new learning environment, and participated according to this 
treatment. In other words, being treated as children seemed to be congruent with the 
students’ expectation that their behaviour would be closely monitored by their 
teachers. 
 
                                                 
5 Another possible reason for the teachers’ expectations of encountering childlike behaviour 
is that some of them may have been primary-trained.   200
 Students’ Learning in Formal Classrooms 
Similarly to monitoring students’ behaviour, teachers had differing expectations in 
relation to monitoring students’ learning in formal classrooms, depending on the 
context in which they taught. Within the university context the expectation of the 
teachers appeared to be that students would be able to regulate their own learning to 
a certain degree while this expectation was not shared by the teachers in the TAFE 
group.  
 
First, in the university group, the expectation that students would take responsibility 
for their own learning to a certain extent was mainly demonstrated by the four 
teachers in interview through surprise, annoyance, or frustration at the kind of 
guidance that the South Sudanese students had required. Anne and Craig, for 
example, spoke of how much help they had attempted to give their South Sudanese 
students to pass the supplementary examination: 
 
  There was so much scaffolding in that question, you know what I mean by 
  scaffolding in [...] Vygotskian terms, right? Really, if you followed the 
  instructions...you could hardly fail. (Anne) 
 
  And I hammered my [tutorial] groups, you can bet your boots ‘responsible 
  government’ and ‘executive dominance’. (Craig) 
 
If you take the study guide in, you’re allowed to take the study guide in...if 
you copied out the bloody study guide you could pass the exam, but don’t tell 
them that. (Anne) 
 
It was therefore evident from the interviews with these two teachers in particular that 
they normally expected students to be independent learners. Nevertheless, these   201
teachers understood that their expectations were difficult for all the students to fulfil, 
not only their South Sudanese students. In interview Anne commented that:  
 
For many of our mainstream Australian students [getting across a complex 
issue] would be deadly difficult as well. (Anne)  
 
 
However, the critical reflection necessary for self-directed learning can also be 
considered to be culturally specific (Hanson, 1996), which could explain the 
difficulty the South Sudanese students encountered with the scaffolded examination 
questions. Learners need to be able to navigate the education system before they can 
take responsibility for their own learning because self-directed learning is defined by 
the system in which it is supposed to operate (Collins, 1996). Hanson (1996, p.104) 
also found that adult students were only able to cope with their new lives at 
university once they had received feedback on their work, and that “[n]otions of 
autonomy and independence are not substitutes for accurate feedback on progress”. 
Anne, the coordinator of a unit which was very popular among the South Sudanese 
students, demonstrated an understanding of these issues (and her own expectations) 
by giving the South Sudanese students extra tutorials, and by allowing more 
supplementary exams than she would have done ordinarily. The students then had 
the opportunity to participate more effectively in their learning environment. This 
point is discussed further in Chapter Eight.  
 
Finally, teachers in the TAFE group appeared to have the expectation that they were 
responsible for monitoring their students’ learning closely, and did not appear to   202
expect that students would be able to take responsibility for their own learning. This 
became clear through classroom observation: Cameron, Abbie and Vicky told all 
their students, with a lot of repetition, exactly what they had to do and how they were 
to do it. All three teachers gave feedback to the students during class by praising 
them if they gave the correct answer, telling them the correct answer, and giving 
them practice not only with the content of the assessments that they would be 
required to do, but also the format. In all the classes observed no compulsory 
homework was given. The expectation that teachers needed to monitor students’ 
learning closely was likely to have been influenced by the very low English literacy 
level of the students, and also the tendency of literacy students to rely heavily on 
their teachers (Levine, 1986). Therefore, with regards to monitoring learning, 
teachers at TAFE were observed to tell the students exactly what to do and how to do 
it whereas teacher in the university group were found to expect a certain amount of 
self-direction on the part of the student.  
 
Degree of Congruence 
In terms of teacher guidance, there was greater congruence between students’ and 
teachers’ expectations at TAFE where both behaviour and learning were monitored 
more explicitly, and the women’s community group, where these kinds of 
monitoring did not appear to be as expected by the students due to the non-formal 
nature of the learning environment.  
 
In the university group, a lack of congruence was found between the extent of 
monitoring the students expected in both the areas of behaviour and learning, and the   203
extent to which the teachers expected to have to monitor an ‘average’ university 
student. The theme of monitoring received a significant degree of attention in the 
interviews with the six students and four teachers at university, and the research 
participants may have discussed the issue at great length because their expectations 
were not being met. The university students in particular appeared to expect more 
assistance with structure and academic conventions as a way of gaining cultural 
competence and reported past experiences where they had been completely 
dependent on their teachers. The teachers, through their surprise or annoyance at the 
degree of monitoring they perceived their South Sudanese students to need, seemed 
to expect a degree of self-direction in learning along with a certain ‘standard’ of 
behaviour in the classroom. However, some students demonstrated less attachment to 
a schema of teacher dependence by engaging in more independent forms of 
participation. 
 
Participation with respect to these expectations was observed to be more consistent 
amongst students when students’ and teachers’ expectations were congruent. This 
was seen to occur at the lower educational levels in that the students were both 
treated as and acted like ‘children’. The students’ experience of themselves as 
obedient appeared to be validated by their teachers at the lower educational levels, 
and did not appear to be changing. Different forms of participation were more likely 
to occur in the university group due to the lack of congruence between students’ and 
teachers’ expectations. For example, some students were perceived to be acting 
childishly by teachers. Some teachers reacted to this with annoyance, as mentioned 
above, while others arranged for students to develop new skills. Also, some students   204
chose not to participate while others chose to attempt to take control of 
‘unmonitored’ situations, especially with regards to turn-taking during tutorial 
discussions. These variations in participation appeared to depend on the experiences 
of the individual students.  
 
Finally, forms of participation related to how the students expected to be monitored 
by their teachers in formal classrooms were not necessarily validated by the teachers. 
However, the students did not appear to differ in their degree of attachment to the 
cultural schema of obedience identified through students’ reports of past learning 
experiences. Students may have been protecting this aspect of their identity by not 
participating in particular activities, such as discussions on tutorials where turn-
taking was not controlled.  
 
COMPETITION 
Students’ Expectations 
The third salient theme in the findings on students’ expectations was that of 
competition. Students expected that they would have to compete with other students 
in order to do well in their education. This is now discussed in terms of ‘showing off’ 
knowledge, teacher accountability, preparation for examinations, and gender. A 
cultural schema of competitive selection is identified as underpinning the students’ 
expectations. 
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First, observations at university and at TAFE demonstrated that students usually 
participated in order to show their knowledge to the teacher as opposed to 
constructing knowledge with the teacher. Rather than participate by asking questions, 
students were often quick to give answers even when they had not been called upon 
to respond, and it was necessary for the teacher to be very firm if it were required 
that only one student answer. In the TAFE multicultural classroom it was not only 
the South Sudanese students who were participating in this way, and the teachers 
were not observed to discourage the behaviour. Five of the six participants in the 
TAFE group were present in observed classes and participated by calling out, even 
before the teacher had asked a question. Nigel and Lucy in particular were eager to 
demonstrate their knowledge on the whiteboard at the front of the class. 
 
At university, Marilyn, who was the co-ordinator of the English support tutorial, 
found this type of participation a negative experience, commenting in interview: 
 
[The South Sudanese students] were disruptive...I know the answer, I know 
the answer...attention-seeking behaviour, and I don’t think on that social scale 
they’re ready, they need more work in that area if they’re going to fit 
comfortably in with the whole range of students that we have here. (Marilyn) 
 
In the university group, the ‘showing off’ of knowledge was observed in the English 
support tutorial mainly comprising South Sudanese students. Many of these students 
were also observed to participate in a very eager way on the alternative entry 
university course for which the researcher was a homeroom tutor. 
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In addition, presenting oneself favourably to the teacher was raised as an issue, 
particularly by students in the university group, in that being liked by the teacher was 
considered to be important for doing well academically. A desire to calculate what 
was expected of them in the new learning environment was summed up by one 
student in the university group when he was speaking of his confusion in filling out a 
tutor evaluation sheet: 
 
In one of my tutorials here in university we were given papers and we were 
told to write anything that was not going well or anything that we get from 
the tutors and I think if I put in [a] bad thing about [the] teacher that will be 
[a] problem...if I write...all the good things in this paper then...the one who is 
look[ing] at this paper will maybe think this is a stupid guy....he said 
everything is just good and the reason of coming to school is because you 
don’t know something...so I have put about 75% good things about teacher 
and then I put 25% the bad things. (Mike) 
 
Through this comment Mike demonstrated that he considered the tutor evaluation 
sheet to be a way of finding favour with the teacher rather than as an opportunity to 
reflect on the tutorial. 
 
Next, the university students in particular appeared to have the expectation that they 
had to compete with each other for grades, but this expectation was also found in the 
TAFE group. In English support tutorials where all the students were African, the 
students in the university group wanted to know their marks in relation to the other 
students in the class, and they had a lot of trouble filling out evaluation forms for 
each other during an oral presentation exercise. Morgan commented on filling out 
these forms in interview:  
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That [evaluation form]...put people in fear because we have a culture that...is 
different in Africa...there...everybody is competing...when we are in class 
[we] have to compete ...[we] have to be number one. (Morgan)  
 
Some students’ expectations appeared to be beginning to change in the new learning 
environment. For example, Morgan went on to say that he believed the system to be 
different in Australia:  
  
In Australia...you have to learn by your own way [with] no sense of 
competition. If you fail it is up to you. (Morgan) 
 
On the other hand, other students’ expectations were not found to change. Daniel’s 
belief that competitive practices occurred in the new learning environment, but that 
they were hidden was a case in point:  
 
Well you do it [classroom selection], only that you don’t tell...when any 
assignment is given and it is  reaching what we call criteria for marking you 
know that out of ten when you have got five you are not bad in the class. 
(Daniel) 
 
 
Furthermore, it was not only the university students who appeared affected by this 
focus on ranking. One of the very active students in the TAFE group also made a 
direct reference in interview to the negative feelings attached to not being selected:  
  
[When] another student has gone and me I’m [in] the same class I’m a little 
sick. (Clive)  
 
It would appear from this that Clive judged his performance in relation to others. 
Nigel also stated in interview that he was encouraged by knowing where he fell in 
the class saying:    208
  
[Knowing where you are placed in class] gives you morale, it gears you to 
know more things. (Daniel interpreting for Nigel)  
 
Even though he changed his mind when another student disagreed with him, his 
actions in class were competitive in the way he spontaneously demonstrated his 
knowledge to the teacher, by calling out answers and volunteering to write on the 
board.  
 
Next, it was difficult to distinguish between the influence of gender and learning 
environment on students’ expectations regarding selection. The students in the 
women’s community group were observed to be much less eager to demonstrate their 
knowledge in class than the all male members of the university group, and the 
volunteers were observed to have to work to encourage the women to respond to 
questions. This may have been due to the informal learning environment in that the 
students had less incentive to be ‘selected’ by the volunteers. A sense of competition 
did emerge in the interview with Sally, Judith and Ivy; the students appeared to be 
competing with each other to speak, not giving the floor to another speaker but 
instead speaking more loudly. When asked to comment about this in interview Sam, 
one of the university students, noted that the South Sudanese women were 
competitive with each other:  
 
That...is the nature of our ladies...our ladies they have their own competition, 
they don’t want to give room to each other. (Sam) 
 
This observed competitiveness in interview may have translated into these students’ 
active participation in the demonstration of knowledge in a more formal classroom.    209
 
In the TAFE group Lucy and Fiona were observed to actively participate in class. 
Lucy was more active in seeking the teacher’s attention by calling out answers and 
asking the teacher to allow her to write on the board. Fiona, although more reticent, 
called out answers with the rest of the class and came to the front of the class to 
display her knowledge when requested to do so by the teacher. Fiona, the only 
research participant who was a student in two learning environments - the TAFE 
group and the women’s community group - was observed to participate more 
actively in the TAFE context. These findings appeared to indicate that the women 
may have shared similar expectations to the men in more formal learning contexts, 
but the gender imbalance between the women’s community group and the university 
group in particular makes this conclusion tentative.  
 
A Cultural Schema of Competitive Selection 
A cultural schema of competitive selection was identified as the aspect of the 
students’ identity underlying the students’ expectations in this category. This schema 
was derived from students across the three groups and learning environments 
reporting their past experiences of participating in competitive formal learning 
environments. ‘Competitive selection’ refers to the practice of competing against 
one’s peers in order to get a good ranking, and therefore ‘selected’ up to the next 
level of education. 
 
First, a cultural schema of competitive selection was inferred due to the way that the 
university students in particular spoke of examinations in past learning   210
environments. In Kenya and Sudan, it appeared that students were told where they 
were placed in the class to encourage competition and prepare students for 
examinations. All of the six university students interviewed reported that they had 
experienced this practice in their schooling. The six students were divided on 
whether or not they had been motivated by this competition: Mike and Daniel 
enjoyed knowing where they were placed in class because they believed it to be 
motivational, Peter, Morgan and Sam thought that it was a bad system because it was 
demoralising for those at the bottom, and Matthew thought the practice had both an 
advantage in that it was motivational and a disadvantage in that it caused jealousy. 
However, the students’ past experiences of learning all appeared to have been 
similar.  
 
Also, the students’ desire to demonstrate knowledge mentioned earlier may have 
been related to the historical importance of selection in many Sub-Saharan African 
cultures. King (1990), in his discussion on Sub-Saharan African education, 
highlights this importance when he speaks of two distinct labour markets - the rural 
and modern sectors. Students and families of students strive to be a part of the 
modern sector and get paid a salary, but it is extremely difficult to work in this 
labour market due to the lack of jobs. This has made examinations the marker 
between the two labour markets (King, 1990). Other cultures, for example Confucian 
Heritage cultures, have an extremely competitive selection process related to 
examinations (Volet, 1999) as well.  
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However, the South Sudanese students were also observed to participate verbally in 
class in a competitive manner - they were not only competitive in written 
assessments. A tendency for the students to participate in a ‘disruptive’ way in class 
may have further arisen as a result of coming from an oral culture. Many Sub-
Saharan African cultures are considered to be highly oral (Nicholas and Williams, 
2003): “[O]ral text is shaped by joint participation” in highly oral languages (ibid., 
p.33), and African literature “provide[s] ways in which the audience can participate 
in the making of text” (ibid., p.39). The students’ observed competitive forms of 
participation may have drawn upon oral traditions. 
 
Teachers’ Expectations 
In contrast to the previous expectations under discussion, teachers’ expectations 
appeared to be more uniform across learning contexts with respect to competition. 
Findings indicated that teachers expected students to work to reach a certain standard 
rather than compete against each other, and expected the teacher’s job to be to take 
responsibility for assessing whether or not the students had reached the appropriate 
standard. This is now discussed by addressing each group and learning environment 
in turn. 
 
The University Group 
In the university group it was evident from students’ comments in the focus group 
that tutors had not been ranking their students in the class. Steve’s statement most   212
succinctly summed this up when he was asked how the university’s alternative entry 
program on which he had studied could have been improved: 
  
My suggestion [is] if possible during the tutorial groups the students [could] 
be given [the] choice that ‘right, right, who do you think is best in the class?’ 
in terms of writing or thinking so that at least we students we know ourselves 
better than others because we know...who participates very well in the 
class...who is better in writing or spelling or certain construction...I think it 
would be helpful because some of us who come from different backgrounds 
or level of education...we don’t know ourself in the beginning of the course. 
(Steve) 
 
Steve appeared interested in having the class ranked so he could have a benchmark 
with which to work, but teachers may have seen this as demoralising for students 
who were not doing well.  
 
Also, it appeared in interview that the four university teachers expected the kind of 
participation where students would assist in the construction of knowledge. An 
example of this was Marilyn’s remark in interview that her South Sudanese students 
were “disruptive” and “attention-seeking” in class because they were very eager to 
demonstrate what they knew – the full quote can be read in the students’ expectations 
of this section. The notion of constructing knowledge with the teacher may be related 
to the concept of social constructivism which “argues that the process of knowledge 
construction inevitably takes place in a sociocultural context, and that therefore 
knowledge is in fact socially constructed” (Reagan, 2000, p.8).  
 
This concept of social constructionism appeared to be especially prevalent in the 
university students’ humanities tutorials, and could be understood to include   213
allowing others to participate as well as the students participating themselves. Not 
giving other students the opportunity to participate may have been what Marilyn was 
referring to when she stated that the students were not socially ready for university. 
In contrast, Libby spoke in interview of the latter – of having to force many of her 
South Sudanese students to participate:  
  
If we were doing like a writing exercise or something...I would say to them ‘I 
don’t see you writing, everybody else is writing, have you finished?’ ‘No I 
haven’t got any paper’, ‘fine, have some paper’, whatever, so yeah I get them 
writing. (Libby) 
 
However, this could be related to the ‘knowledge construction’ type of participation 
that the students were resisting and that Libby was attempting to facilitate. Also, 
Libby’s focus is writing whereas Marilyn spoke of the students being orally 
disruptive. Differences in students’ oral and written skills in the university group are 
discussed in Chapter Eight. 
 
The TAFE Group 
Compared with the university group, a ‘knowledge construction’ form of 
participation seemed to be less of a priority at TAFE. Rather than shaping forms of 
participation, TAFE teachers were observed to encourage their students to participate 
in the manner of their choice through not correcting or becoming annoyed at their 
behaviour. The teachers at TAFE did not take issue in interview with the way in 
which their South Sudanese students participated in class even though students at 
TAFE were observed to participate to demonstrate their knowledge rather than 
construct knowledge, like the university students.    214
 
Nevertheless, similarly to teachers in the university group, the TAFE teachers 
interviewed also appeared to expect that the objective of the students was to reach a 
certain standard rather than compete against each other to go to the next level. For 
example, one of the TAFE teachers, in interview, related an experience she had had 
with two of the South Sudanese students she had in her class: 
 
Two Sudanese...we had to do a rating for reallocation of the classes, and I had 
the ranking as weak, so they weren’t put into the next class, and at the 
beginning of term these two Sudanese were almost ropable, you know...I 
thought it would be OK but it was not OK...so we shuffled and I actually let 
them go through. (Abbie) 
 
Teachers at TAFE may have especially had the expectation that students were there 
to learn first and progress through the classes as a secondary objective because the 
competency-based approach implemented in TAFE was set up to be learner driven in 
the same way as outcomes-based education: “[L]earners proceed at their own time 
and pace through the learning pathway which is facilitated by arrangements of re-
entry, reassessment and credit transfer and accumulation” (Muller, 1998, p.180). 
Muller (ibid, p.181) also points out that outcomes-based education is based on an 
“acquisition-competence model” which is “a low-selectivity, criterion-referenced, 
feedback-incentive framework”, and this could also be said for the pedagogic 
approach of TAFE. The fact that the teachers at TAFE were expected to keep 
assessing students on the same modules if they were unable to pass may have given 
the teachers the expectation that the students would feel less pressure and would be 
more focused on increasing their knowledge. However, Abbie’s earlier comment   215
demonstrated a certain degree of tolerance when confronted with students’ 
expectations of selection. 
 
The Women’s Community Group 
In the women’s community group the volunteers did not appear to expect that the 
students would compete against each other or that ranking the students in the classes 
was of particular value, and there were no specific outcomes or level to be achieved 
by the students. Dividing the students into groups of the same level was observed to 
be a very approximate affair due to the inconsistency of the women’s attendance and 
their lack of punctuality, but this was not raised as an issue by the three volunteers in 
interview
6. Also, students in the women’s community group did not voice a desire in 
interview to be selected to learn in a particular group. However, one student who 
attended both the women’s community group and the TAFE group demonstrated her 
preference for a more formal learning environment in this regard. In her interview (in 
the TAFE group), when she was asked what the differences were between learning in 
TAFE and in the women’s community group, she commented:  
  
[In the women’s community group] everybody, no matter who you are, 
you’re put all in just one [class] but [in TAFE] they begin sorting out, this 
one belongs to, if it is A1, this is A...she likes TAFE because she deserves 
where she is to be put. (Daniel interpreting for Fiona) 
 
The volunteers did not demonstrate in interview or during observation that they 
expected the students to be concerned about the issue of sorting groups into levels of 
                                                 
6 Classroom routines such as attendance and punctuality are discussed in Chapter Eight.   216
ability, and Fiona’s comment does not necessarily imply that she thought sorting was 
a viable option in the women’s community group. 
 
Degree of Congruence 
The overall finding for this section was that there was a distinct lack of congruence 
between the students’ and teachers’ expectations. The teachers’ expectations were 
more uniform across the three learning contexts in relation to the expectation that 
they ‘selected’ students and student competed for selection. The focus of the teachers 
appeared to be on getting each student to the required standard rather than on the 
ranking of students. This was true for both the formal classrooms of TAFE and 
university and the informal women’s community group classroom. Nevertheless, the 
teachers’ reactions to students’ competitive forms of participation in the TAFE and 
university groups differed: The teachers in the TAFE group appeared to be more 
tolerant of competitive behaviour. In the women’s community group competitive 
forms of participation were not observed. Finally, students across the three groups 
appeared to have the expectation that selection was competitive in formal learning 
environments. They spoke in interview of an educational background which had used 
ranking as a motivational tool, and also of the importance of selection in their past 
learning experiences.  
 
Next, some of the students’ expectations of competitive selection showed evidence 
of change in the new learning environment. This change may be related to the joint 
factors of the students’ professed dislike of competition and their participation in a 
learning environment which de-emphasised competitive selection. The expectation   217
that ranking was a priority in the new learning environment or that it was beneficial 
appeared to be dependent on the individual student.  
 
However, even though some students’ expectations were found (in interview) to be 
changing, these students’ competitive forms of participation in class were observed 
to remain the same. Therefore, there appeared to be no variation in students’ 
attachment to competitive selection as an aspect of the students’ identity. Finally, due 
to the issue of gender in the women’s community group, it was difficult to draw 
conclusions why the women, unlike the students in the TAFE and university groups, 
were not found to be competitive in class. However, because female students were 
observed to participate more competitively in the TAFE group, it is tentatively 
suggested that the lack of in-class competition may have been linked to other 
contextual factors, such as the non-formal nature of the learning environment.  
 
DISCUSSION 
This chapter has examined students’ and teachers’ expectations, and the degree of 
congruence between these two sets of expectations. As presented in the model in 
Figure 2, Chapter Four, expectations were assumed to influence student participation 
through the students’ identity-in-practice. Three cultural schemas of obedience, 
teacher dependence, and competitive selection were generated from the data as 
significant aspects of the students’ identity formed during the students’ past learning 
practices. In this section, students’ and teachers’ expectations are discussed first, 
followed by why cultural schemas as aspects of students’ identity were used to   218
interpret the data. A discussion on students’ strength of attachment to the three 
cultural schemas concludes the section. 
 
Students’ and Teachers’ Expectations 
Students’ and teachers’ expectations emerged during observation and participant 
observation and were later explored in interviews. Deference to the teacher, teacher 
guidance, and competition were salient expectations for the students. When these 
expectations were found to contrast with teachers’ expectations, it was mainly by 
degree. First, most students were found to have the expectation that teachers should 
be treated with a high degree of deference, whereas most of the teachers expected a 
degree of deference from the students, but less than that which they received. Also, 
the degree of teacher guidance expected by students was found to be similar across 
learning environments, but was contextual for the teachers – more teacher guidance 
was reported and was also observed in the TAFE group than in the university group. 
This appears logical considering the focus on independent learning in an Australian 
university context (Knapper, 1990; Biggs, 1999). The expectation was not found to 
apply to the non-formal environment of the women’s community group, but three of 
the women interviewed reported their experiences of learning at TAFE. 
 
The only expectation which did not appear to differ only by degree was that of 
competition. Although the students were found to have the expectation that 
competing for selection was a requirement of formal learning environments, teachers 
across all three groups were found to have the expectation that they were helping the 
students to achieve a certain standard rather than pitting the students against their   219
peers. In this case, many students’ expectations were found to be changing to align 
with the expectations of the teachers. 
 
Finally, comparing and contrasting students’ and teachers’ expectations was 
considered to be a way to investigate the validation or non-validation of students’ 
expectations by their teachers, and subsequent student participation. Teachers’ 
expectations were found to validate students’ expectations more often at the lower 
levels of education, both in the formal learning environment of TAFE and the non-
formal learning environment of the women’s community group. At higher levels of 
education, such as in the university learning environment, teachers’ expectations 
were found to be less likely to validate students’ expectations.  Students’ changing 
expectations were found to be mainly reliant on the non-validation of these 
expectations, but changes in forms of participation did not necessarily accompany 
changing expectations. In particular, students’ changing expectations in the area of 
competition were not observed to result in new forms of participation in class. The 
teachers who spoke of students’ competitive behaviour also did not report any 
evidence of change in this behaviour.  
 
Cultural Schemas as Aspects of Identity-in-Practice 
Cultural schemas and a conceptualisation of identity-in-practice were found to be 
useful in interpreting the data because cultural schemas as aspects of identity could 
be used to examine changing forms of participation arising from the non-validation 
of students’ expectations. As discussed in Chapter Four, cultural schemas were 
viewed as developed during past participation and reinforced through present   220
participation. If teachers’ expectations did not validate those of the students, and 
students’ forms of participation subsequently changed in a way that conformed to 
teachers’ expectations, it was interpreted that these students were identifying less 
with a particular cultural schema developed during past learning practices.  
 
Two issues in particular were found to arise from deriving the cultural schemas of 
obedience, teacher dependence and competitive selection from students’ reports of 
participation in past learning environments, and then equating students’ degree of 
attachment to these schemas with the students’ identity-in-practice. First, these 
particular cultural schemas were generated from the data rather than taken from 
literature on cultural schemas, and were directly related to specific forms of 
participation. The second issue which arose was that of change, or differences 
between past and present forms of participation.   
 
First, the three cultural schemas of obedience, teacher dependence and competitive 
selection were identified through students’ reported participation in past learning 
practices. As discussed in Chapter Four, it was assumed that cultural schemas could 
be conceptualised as how student participation in past practices could influence their 
participation in the cross-cultural learning environment. However, D’Andrade (1995, 
p.132) distinguishes between “schemas as cognitive objects” and “the 
institutionalised behavior to which they are related”, and does not see the 
behavioural norms of social roles to be the same as “the ideas or schemas that people 
use to represent, understand, and evaluate” these behavioural norms.  
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 In the present study, the separation between the schemas and the institutionalised 
behaviour was blurred: Students’ cultural schemas were examined in terms of 
participation in particular learning environments. This was done on the assumption 
that cultural schemas are “learned through experience” (Quinn, 2005, p.478; see also 
Strauss and Quinn, 1997). Given that cultural schemas are learned through 
experience, students were assumed to demonstrate a greater or lesser attachment to 
particular cultural schemas based on their shared experiences. 
  
Furthermore, obedience, teacher dependence and competitive selection were 
assumed to be cultural schemas because the students’ reported experiences of past 
learning practices, as well as their expectations in the cross-cultural learning 
environment, highlighted these particular ideas. Gee (1997) supports the notion that 
cultural schemas are visible in practices, and investigating cultural schemas through 
an examination of practices is common in the literature (e.g., LeVine et al., 1994; 
LeVine and Norman, 2001; Quinn, 2005) although the focus is more frequently the 
other way around: cultural schemas are informing practices rather than practices 
informing cultural schemas. In this study the focus was not on the cultural schemas 
but on participation in learning practices. Cultural schemas were proposed insofar as 
they helped to interpret students’ forms of participation, and were very much situated 
in practices.  
 
Next, the inferred cultural schemas of obedience, teacher dependence and 
competitive selection were considered to be aspects of students’ identity-in-practice. 
As discussed in Chapter Three and Four, identity was conceptualised as the way   222
students experience themselves in particular practices, and viewing cultural schemas 
as aspects of identity-in-practice was found to be useful with regards to the 
interpretation of changes in students’ forms of participation. Because cultural 
schemas are frequently examined as cultural prototypes (e.g., Markus and Kitayama, 
1991; D’Andrade, 1995; Quinn, 2005) to which individuals are cultural 
representatives to a greater or lesser extent, possible changes to individuals’ strength 
of attachment to particular cultural schemas were not found to be included. 
 
A conceptualisation of cultural schemas as aspects of students’ identity was assumed 
to allow for any variations in the students’ degree of attachment to the schemas. 
Viewing identity in terms of specific practices contextualised students’ experience of 
themselves. For example, some students did not appear to be strongly attached to the 
proposed cultural schema of teacher dependence because they were developing more 
independent forms of participation. If this cultural schema was considered to be an 
aspect of the students’ identity-in-practice, these students could be said to have 
experienced themselves as independent learners when engaged in particular 
practices. When engaged in different practices, such as studying in the TAFE 
learning environment, they may again have experienced themselves as wholly 
dependent upon the teacher and revert to past forms of participation. In brief, cultural 
schemas and degree of attachment to these schemas was examined in terms of the 
students’ identity in situated past and present learning practices, and this identity 
may have been subject to change given different contexts. 
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Degree of Attachment to Cultural Schemas 
The findings indicated differences in the degree of attachment to the proposed 
cultural schemas of obedience, teacher dependence and competitive selection, not 
only among students, but also within students. First, students appeared to be strongly 
attached to a schema of obedience to the teacher. The expectation that students 
would defer to the teacher, and have their behaviour closely monitored by the teacher 
in formal learning environments were assumed to be related to this schema. Friction 
which seemed to arise from a low degree of congruence in students and teachers’ 
expectations often appeared to lead to forms of student participation which protected 
the students’ experience of themselves as obedient. For example, avoidance rather 
than confrontational strategies were observed to be used across the three groups if 
there was some problem with ‘obeying’ the teacher.  
 
Next, students appeared to be attached to a schema of competitive selection. Some 
students’ indicated in interview that they wanted to change this inferred schema 
through their professed dislike of classroom competition. However, students’ 
competitive forms of participation were not observed to change significantly, which 
appeared to demonstrate an ongoing attachment to ideas related to past forms of 
participation. In the TAFE group this attachment may have been partially due to 
teachers’ tolerance for students’ competitive behaviour. For example, a teaching 
strategy observed to be used in TAFE allowed students to ‘show off’ what they knew 
in class. However, a lack of tolerance in the university group often appeared to result 
in students’ non-participation rather than less competitive forms of participation. 
Nevertheless, a more longitudinal study would possibly have shown gradual changes   224
in students’ competitive forms of participation considering that some students’ spoke 
in interview of a preference for the less competitive system in the new learning 
environment. 
 
Finally, some students appeared to be the least attached to the identified cultural 
schema of teacher dependence. In other words, some students seemed to be 
beginning to experience themselves as independent learners. This was especially 
evident in the university group where some students were demonstrating through 
their participation in independent study that they no longer viewed their teacher as 
the only key to their education. Nevertheless, the strength of attachment to the 
proposed cultural schema of teacher dependence appeared to differ for each student, 
and some students did not seem to be changing their teacher dependent forms of 
participation. A lack of ‘adult’ behaviour and non-participation in tutorials which 
were not run according to the expectations of the students could be seen to illustrate 
this lack of change. Some teachers appeared to equate these forms of participation 
with a lack of deference. However, the forms of participation may have been due to a 
strong attachment to a teacher dependence schema formed through engagement in 
past learning environments. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Expectations were taken to be indicative of students’ identity-in-practice through 
cultural schemas linked to students’ past learning practices. A low degree of 
congruence between students’ and teachers’ expectations was found to lead to 
changes in some students’ forms of participation, and changes were taken to be   225
dependent on students’ degree of attachment to the proposed schemas of obedience, 
teacher dependence and competitive selection. Therefore, the degree of student 
attachment to the three schemas was inferred to be a major influence on their 
participation.   226
                                                    Chapter Seven
            Interdependent Self Construal as an 
Aspect of Identity-in-Practice  
           
This chapter aims to report and analyse cultural influences on adult South 
Sudanese participation in Australian learning environments. The cultural source 
of influence of the systemic model of participation as it appears in Chapter Four 
is used to interpret the findings. The research questions which this chapter 
addresses are: 
 
¾  To what degree do the South Sudanese students demonstrate an 
interdependent self construal through a focus on relationships? 
¾  How does this focus on relationships influence the students’ participation in 
their learning environment? 
 
A focus on relationships is assumed to demonstrate a cultural schema of 
interdependent self construal, or an understanding of oneself in relation to others. 
This idea is adapted from Markus and Kitayama (2003), who view a focus on 
relationships as central to the cultural schema of interdependent self construal.  
 
As discussed in Chapter Four and similarly to the previous chapter, cultural 
schemas are conceptualised as intersubjectively shared frameworks of ideas for 
interpreting the outside world. This is taken from D’Andrade’s (1987, 1995) 
definition of cultural schemas, and also Markus and Kitayama’s (1991, 2003) use   227
of the construct. The cultural schema of interdependent self construal is taken to 
be an aspect of the students’ identity-in-practice, or experience of themselves in 
particular practices. In the chapter, ‘interdependent identity’ refers to 
interdependent self construal as a significant aspect of the students’ identity-in-
practice. 
 
The chapter is divided into three sections according to the main ways in which 
student participation was found to be influenced by the students’ interdependent 
identity, as evidenced by a focus on relationships: committing to community, 
seeking help, and reacting to academic challenges in the learning environment. In 
the final section, the findings are synthesized and interpretation of the findings is 
discussed. 
 
COMMITTING TO COMMUNITY 
In this section, students’ focus on relationships in the learning environment is 
discussed in terms of community commitment. Community is conceptualised as 
referring to the people with whom a form of bonding social capital is shared. 
Social capital is defined as “networks, together with shared norms, values and 
understandings which facilitate cooperation within or among groups” (OECD, 
2001), and bonding social capital refers to the type of social capital found in the 
relationships between members of the same ethnic group and families 
(Woolcock, 2000). However, a sense of community is also conceptualised as 
extending beyond immediate ethnic groups and families, and may be based on 
factors such as cultural values, gender, and shared geographical location (Kenny, 
1999).    228
 
The degree of interdependence with which the students negotiated their learning 
environment is discussed first, followed by a discussion on community 
responsibilities. Ways in which students were identified as a group in the learning 
environments, and how this influenced their participation, concludes the section. 
 
Interdependence in the Learning Environment 
Students across all three learning environments appeared to participate to a 
significant degree as interdependent selves. Students’ sense of belonging to 
community and the importance attached to giving and receiving support were 
salient themes in the data. An interdependent identity appeared to be associated 
with a South Sudanese community, and more strongly at the level of immediate 
ethnic group. 
 
A South Sudanese Community 
A sense of belonging to a South Sudanese community was especially apparent in 
the interviews and the focus group. All of the students interviewed in the 
women’s community group, including the interpreters, reported that they felt part 
of the South Sudanese community in Western Australia. Ivy’s comment can be 
taken as an example: 
  
OK, and you feel a part of the [South Sudanese] community]? 
(Interviewer) 
  We feel of course. We are one [laughter]. (Ivy) 
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The frequent use of the pronoun ‘we’ in most of the student interviews and also 
in the university focus group was further indicative of students experiencing 
themselves in terms of a South Sudanese community. Students often spoke on 
behalf of the group rather than simply stating their own opinion. For example, 
when giving feedback about the intensive four week university entry program 
which they had just completed, the students participating in the university focus 
group usually spoke on behalf of the other focus group participants, or people of 
South Sudanese origin in general. The pronoun “we” and phrases such as “most 
of us” and “some of us” were reiterated, and when personal experience and 
preferences were expressed, they almost always included a reference to the 
group. One of Mike’s comments can be used to illustrate this: 
  
Yes, [the program] was useful for me […] we really appreciate. (Mike) 
 
On the occasion that there was no reference to the group, the prefacing remark 
showed that the comments were going to deviate from the norm: 
  
Actually, I’ll talk about myself. (Matthew) 
 
However, even here Matthew made a reference to “we” which was immediately 
corrected to “I”: 
 
So this is one of the skills we have acquired during the… I have acquired 
during the course. (Matthew) 
 
 
Perhaps the tendency in interviews and the focus group to speak on behalf of 
others was linked to the fact that the research was focused on the commonalities of 
learning experiences among students of South Sudanese origin. Studies have   230
shown that people may respond to a particular category chosen for them in 
research (Tilbury, 2007). However, students, especially in the university and 
women’s community group environments where the researcher was able to spend 
more time with the research participants, also referred to other people of South 
Sudanese origin as “my brothers” in the case of the university students, and “my 
sisters” in the case of the women’s community group students. This familiarity 
appeared to indicate a focus on relationships. 
 
Communities at the Level of Ethnic Group 
Nevertheless, although many students demonstrated a sense of community with 
other students of South Sudanese origin, the strongest sense of community was 
found to apply to students’ immediate ethnic group. Nigel, a student in the TAFE 
group explained (through the interpreter) that: 
 
When he first came [to Western Australia], he found that there were lots 
of communities […] [and he] thought of identifying the Nuba community 
of Sudan as where he belongs, then eventually he was covered under 
umbrella of Sudan community and then finally he’s an Aussie. That’s 
how it goes, starting from the small […] from inside [to] outside. (Daniel 
interpreting for Nigel) 
 
Fiona, who was present at the same interview, expanded on this: 
 
Why we have decided to do it like this is because […] what we call 
family affairs which are completely internal, which can’t be solved by the 
whole Sudanese community or the whole Australian community, but just 
to start be solved first by the Nuba community. (Daniel interpreting for 
Fiona) 
 
 
These quotes appear to indicate that the Nuba community was considered family 
by the Nuba students, and the interpersonal connectedness felt for family   231
extended to immediate ethnic group. This was not only true for students from the 
Nuba community. The same interpersonal sentiments were echoed by members 
of the Dinka community, and had a direct influence on participation in the 
learning environment. For example, a student in the university group was 
comfortable telling someone “close” to him to stop disrupting the class, but felt 
uncomfortable telling anyone else: 
 
If it somebody who is related to you or somebody you know and close to 
you [you can tell them to stop disrupting the class] […] The time I was in 
the class I was doing my presentation and I saw [Matthew] was busy 
doing this [disruptive thing] […] I told [Matthew] ‘can you stop that one’. 
(Morgan) 
 
This incident was observed by the researcher who had been surprised by 
Morgan’s assertiveness with Matthew, a fellow Dinka. Morgan also indicated a 
sense of community at the end of his interview when he commented: 
 
When you help people who are coming behind us, it means that you’re 
helping us. (Morgan)  
 
Two other students in the university group were also verbally appreciative of the 
present study for the same reason – they perceived the research as being helpful 
to others in their community.  
 
It therefore appeared that the students’ interdependent identity was strongest at 
the level of immediate ethnic group. It also appeared that, in the case of the 
women’s community group, students experiencing themselves as interdependent 
was also occurring very strongly between the Nuba and Bari communities 
because they shared a parish and, as Marx (1990, p.200) mentions: “It is the 
parish organisation that defines the community’s boundaries, determines   232
membership, provides leadership and organizes joint activities” for immigrants to 
a new country. Nuba students from the women’s community group were present 
at Bari social functions attended by the researcher, for example. However, it 
appeared that the strongest ties were between members of the same immediate 
ethnic group within the Anglican parish – the Nuba students congregated after 
class in the car park before leaving, and the Bari students were observed to 
gravitate towards each other during class.  
 
The fact that a sense of interdependence was most prominent within immediate 
ethnic groups was also evident at university where Dinka students were in the 
majority. Daniel, the only Bari student in the South Sudanese group, was not 
observed to spend time with the Dinka students outside class. Also, when any 
friction occurred in class, it was observed to occur between Daniel and the Dinka 
students rather than among the Dinka students
1. For example, Daniel thought that 
some of the Dinka students spoke indirectly – an opinion also supported by two 
of the Dinka students, claiming indirectness as a cultural trait – and this frustrated 
him: 
 
People are from different backgrounds, so there are people[in the class] 
who […] beat around the bush […] instead of […] talking precisely […] 
they first wanted to go some kilometres [before coming] back to the point. 
(Daniel) 
 
Nevertheless, Daniel displayed a significant degree of collectivist thinking in his 
reported participation in his own Bari community.  
 
                                                 
1 Friction also sometimes occurred between a Congolese student and the Dinka students, 
which also supports this point.   233
The Dinkas’ interdependence was further noted by Anne – one of the university 
course coordinators: 
  
There’s a lot of solidarity with these young men. (Anne) 
 
Anne was commenting on the Dinka students taking her unit: Although she was 
talking about South Sudanese students in general, the students under discussion 
were all Dinka. Anne also spoke of one female student surviving academically 
because she separated herself from the men, but because the female student in 
question was Bari rather than Dinka, this may support the notion of primary 
allegiance to immediate ethnic group. 
 
The relevance of the students’ solidarity with the South Sudanese community, 
and their own immediate ethnic group in particular, to their participation in the 
learning environment continues to be addressed throughout the chapter. 
 
Community Responsibilities 
As a result of a focus on community, participation in the learning environment 
was found to involve conflicting priorities for many of the students. The conflict 
between education and community, and the way some students were able to 
negotiate the conflict are discussed in this section.  
 
The Conflict between Education and Community 
First, it appeared that education, although a priority, often conflicted with the 
students’ community responsibilities. Community responsibilities included 
responsibilities related to community members settling into life in Australia, and   234
also financial issues related to relatives and community members in Africa. For 
example, the South Sudanese woman responsible for helping to initiate the 
women’s community group appeared to be significantly more focused on 
settlement issues than on the education the students were receiving in the group, 
and rarely attended the community group to monitor students’ progress
2. Two of 
the university students who attended the focus group also spoke of how their 
community responsibilities both in Australia and in Africa conflicted with 
prioritising education, and there was general agreement in the focus group on this 
issue: 
 
The community [is] not really concern[ed] with education and all this 
stuff. [It is] concern[ed] with the way of life, families, issues, problems 
[…] [They] just like to say […] you have to go to school, but there’s no 
support. (Charles) 
 
The [aim] of the people who are here […] is to get educated because in 
Australia […] that is the place where you can get the knowledge. So […] 
in […] the community the advice is always [going] through to the young 
to go to school […] That one is there. […] But practical part of it […] 
somebody […] who has no mum, dad, parent here, he cannot get the 
support because he needs […] to help out back [in Africa], so [he will] 
[…] go and work and he will not go to the school, so [they] are the issues 
that [are] pressing from behind, not from here. (Steve) 
 
It appeared that Peddle’s (1999, p.130) assertion that, in Africa, “[t]he group 
interests are of paramount concern and override the individual’s interest” was 
true for these students. The students did not necessarily want to prioritise their 
responsibilities to their community, but the students may not have seen that they 
had a choice. This could have been related to Iyengar and Devoe’s (2003, p.145) 
                                                 
2  This may have also been that she saw the teaching as the responsibility of the 
volunteers. However, she expressed her desire to come to the women’s community 
group more frequently in informal exchanges with the researcher. She was extremely 
busy, both working in paid employment and providing practical assistance to recently 
arrived South Sudanese former refugees.   235
notion of “dutiful choosers”, or people who consider choice to be achieving 
congruence with “socially sanctioned ideals”.  
 
Furthermore, community responsibilities were found to influence the students’ 
participation in their new learning environment. For example, students were 
observed to be reluctant to switch off their mobile phones in class. One of the 
university students in the focus group put it this way: 
 
[When you see] a mobile […] when you go to the […] lecture theatre […] 
call you especially, that’s from Africa […] ‘How are you? Are you OK? 
[…] Send me money send me money […] you have a pen there, write this 
down so you can go to the Western Union’. (Charles) 
 
Two teachers spoke in a frustrated way about the students’ use of mobile phones 
in class, as mentioned in the previous chapter, but one teacher appeared to 
understand the students’ conflict of interest, although she did not apply this 
understanding directly to mobile phone use: 
 
One is aware of the fact that their commitment is commitment to 
community as much as to themselves, so we treat them in an 
individualistic system but […] one also knows that they have a very 
collective response […] They are committed to their communities […] 
and sometimes they can be drained through their collective work, and 
they don’t have the resources for their individualistic work and so that’s a 
dilemma for them. (Anne) 
 
 
Another variable in the dilemma to which Anne was referring was the fact that 
some students, especially the students at university, appeared to consider 
education as a way of bettering the plight of their people. Therefore, the need to 
offer immediate support to their community may have also conflicted with the 
desire to offer future support in the form of expertise/knowledge gained through a   236
university degree. Four students in the university group spoke in interview and 
informal exchanges of participating in the learning environment as a way of 
fulfilling future community responsibilities. Peter summed this sentiment up 
when he commented: 
 
I have to pursue my education, get the skills I want and come back to the 
community and work for the community […] Like I’m doing banking and 
finance and if I got that successfully then I go back to the community, 
save the community. (Peter) 
 
This comment is indicative of an interdependent self construal according to 
Wigfield et al. (2004, p.189): “In cultures characterised as collective utility may 
reflect not just the usefulness of the activity to the individual but also to one’s 
larger social group”. 
 
Negotiation of the Conflict between Community Responsibilities and Education 
Time management seemed to be the most effective way to negotiate this conflict 
in priorities. The more academically successful students, such as Daniel and 
Steve, often had more community responsibilities than other less successful 
students, but appeared to have sufficient time for their studies. Daniel reported 
being very active in his particular Bari community in informal exchanges, mainly 
in the resolution of others’ personal problems. Further, one of the university 
educators reported that Steve was very active in giving assistance to other Dinka 
students who were struggling in her tutorials. This may have demonstrated 
Steve’s commitment to community. The ability to negotiate conflict in priorities 
was also observed in the women’s community group where two students were 
always present and punctual despite their community responsibilities, if 
community is taken in the South Sudanese sense as an extension of family. Both   237
of these women were mother to a number of children, some of whom were 
extremely young
3.  
 
It was found that students who had discovered a way to manage a conflict of 
interest through time management, were more successful than other students in 
the university group who participated in their learning environment as a way to 
assist their community in the long term with their qualifications and expertise, 
but did not seem to have as many immediate community responsibilities. 
Therefore, immediate community responsibilities were not found to be 
detrimental to learning. The ability to negotiate participation in learning and 
participation in the community appeared to be a more positive indicator of 
students’ active participation in the new learning environment. This point is 
revisited at the end of the chapter.  
 
As mentioned above with respect to Steve in the university group, the negotiation 
of community responsibilities included helping other, less successful, students. 
Some students who were less successful were found to believe that more 
successful South Sudanese community members had responsibilities towards 
them. Students’ interdependent identity was also visible in the students’ learning 
practices. In the university focus group one student pointed out that having more 
South Sudanese students in mentoring/teaching positions would have been 
beneficial. Also, two other students in the focus group expressed their annoyance 
that more advanced undergraduate South Sudanese students were not making 
                                                 
3 The attendance and punctuality of these two women was especially conspicuous given 
that the attendance and punctuality of all the other women in the group fluctuated. 
Classroom routines are discussed in the next chapter.   238
themselves available as mentors. The same students further reported in interview 
that they met outside class to help each other with university work, thus 
indicating a focus on cooperation.  
 
Assigned Community 
Even though students appeared to experience themselves as belonging to a South 
Sudanese community, they reacted differently to being identified as a South 
Sudanese group by wider members of the community. Context was found to play 
the most significant role in the students’ reactions. Assigned community is now 
addressed in terms of favourable and unfavourable student reactions to being 
identified as a group, the influence of group identification on participation, and 
the blurred boundaries of what constituted group identification. 
 
 Reactions to Being Identified as a Group 
First, students in the women’s community group were found to react favourably 
to being identified as a group by ‘outsiders’, and this may have been related to 
‘insider’ involvement in the identification. The students in the community group 
had been identified by the Anglican Church as women who needed special 
attention, and Bari members of the Church were directly involved in the group’s 
development. Most of the members of the parish where the classes were held 
were Bari and Nuba community members. The fact that the Anglican Church 
identified a perceived need with the South Sudanese community was not voiced 
by the women as an issue, and being identified as a group appeared to result in 
the group becoming primarily a social forum. The function of social forum was 
evident in that the women’s group was ostensibly set up for anyone to attend, but   239
in reality catered for two interconnected ethnic groups whose members socialised 
together outside class. 
 
However, in the more formal learning environments of TAFE and university, the 
students were not observed to experience being assigned a group so positively, 
perhaps because groups were assigned without the direct involvement of specific 
community members. Being treated as a group was found to have an ambivalent 
influence on student participation. First, the students at TAFE appeared to be 
more satisfied with multicultural classrooms. When South Sudanese students 
comprised the majority of the class, as in the case of the preliteracy class which 
the researcher taught for three weeks, two South Sudanese students complained 
about the situation to the program manager
4.  
 
Similarly to TAFE, most students in the university group appeared to be 
dissatisfied when identified as a South Sudanese community. This became 
evident among the students in the university group who studied in an English 
support unit where there were only African students – 80% of whom were South 
Sudanese – in their tutorials. Two of the students openly said that they were not 
happy with the arrangement, preferring to be more integrated with other 
university students, and none of the students interviewed gave positive feedback 
about the segregation when asked how he felt about it. 
 
 
 
                                                 
4 Issues surrounding multicultural classrooms are discussed in the next chapter.   240
The Influence of Group Identification on Student Participation 
Identifying the South Sudanese as a group appeared to serve a functional purpose 
in the case of the learning environments. There were a high proportion of South 
Sudanese students with little or no literacy which led to the Anglican Church 
identifying a need, and a similar high proportion were at a preliteracy level at 
TAFE, meaning that they were placed in the same class. Further, at university 
level, it was perceived by the three tutors to be easier to assist the students in a 
segregated English support unit because the students were observed to have a 
greater command of the English language than many international students. The 
South Sudanese students were perceived to need intensive assistance with 
academic/university conventions, such as developing an academic argument. 
However, in interview towards the end of semester, the coordinator of the unit 
recognised that segregating the students may have been good for them 
academically, but not socially: 
 
I think [putting them in one group] was a mistake because of the 
competition between each of those guys and granted they have special 
needs, and we felt we could meet those needs best by putting them 
together in a group, so while we might have met their learning needs 
better by putting them together in a group, we certainly didn’t meet their 
social needs. (Marilyn)
 5  
 
Therefore, assigned community appeared to influence participation in an 
ambivalent way in the TAFE and university groups. If the students found 
themselves placed in a group with many other South Sudanese students, the 
group allocation seemed to have been made to serve a functional purpose: to 
allow students to participate in activities designed with their specific needs in 
                                                 
5 Students’ expectation that they were to compete against their peers in class was 
discussed in the previous chapter.    241
mind. For example, there was a predominance of South Sudanese at the 
preliteracy level with respect to the TAFE group. Further, the South Sudanese 
students in the university group were found to need support with academic 
conventions rather than with the English language in the English support unit, 
and this appeared to make their needs different from other international students 
in the unit. However, participation in terms of socialisation into Australia seemed 
to suffer, and students’ participation was often not the kind of participation 
encouraged in the particular learning environment. Opportunities generated by 
class composition are discussed in the next chapter. 
 
The Influence of What Constituted Community on Students’ Perception of Group 
Finally, students’ views on being identified as a particular group were found to be 
influenced by their perception of what actually constituted their community in a 
particular context. Students appeared to experience their assigned South 
Sudanese community differently depending on this perception. As mentioned 
earlier, an interdependent identity seemed to be primarily at the level of 
immediate ethnic group, and this can be compared with Dei and Asgharzadeh’s 
(2005) discussion on Ghanaian diversity and subsequent solidarity at ethnic 
group level. However, between-group solidarity was observed, such as the 
solidarity between the Nuba and Bari in the women’s community group. Another 
example of between-group solidarity which influenced participation in learning 
was some students’ identification with other Africans. This may be related to 
Volet and Karabenick’s (2006) finding that international students from Confucian 
Heritage Cultures in Australian universities first mixed with their own close 
group before going to the next ‘level’ of similarity.    242
 
Four students in the university group discussed their identification with Africans 
in terms of learning. Peter’s comment is a case in point: 
 
[My fellow African students and I] used to sit together and discuss the 
topic together then […] I might have some problems, then they can just 
give me support and advice and I can use that one. (Peter) 
 
In addition, another student asked for the first focus group conducted for this 
research which discussed the special needs of the South Sudanese students to 
include other Africans. However, during the TAFE interviews, students did not 
appear to feel the same solidarity with other Africans, instead focusing on 
immediate ethnic group, the South Sudanese community and the wider Australian 
community. This may have been due to the large number of South Sudanese 
students in that particular TAFE. 
 
In sum, an interdependent identity in terms of immediate ethnic group appeared 
to be similar for all the students interviewed, but between-group interdependence 
seemed to differ. This influenced student participation in terms of being treated 
as a particular group in the learning environment. For example, in a university 
context, some students’ interdependence also appeared to include African 
students, and these students seemed to want to be treated in the same way as 
African students in general. The assigned group division was often observed to 
occur at the level of South Sudanese community in the learning environments. 
Many students were found to object if they perceived themselves to have been 
identified as a particular group based on their ‘South Sudanese-ness’. Finally, 
being placed in a predominantly South Sudanese class appeared to influence   243
student participation in their learning environment both positively (in terms of 
meeting academic requirements) and negatively (in terms of meeting 
socialisation requirements)
6.   
 
HELP SEEKING OUTSIDE THE COMMUNITY 
In this section, ways in which students’ focus on relationships were found to 
influence their help seeking behaviour in the learning environment are discussed. 
Help seeking as it is discussed in this chapter refers to students’ interactions with 
non-members of their perceived community outside of class time for the purpose 
of getting some kind of assistance (Volet and Karabenick, 2006). This assistance 
was most commonly of an academic nature, but could also be personal. In the 
case of the women’s community group in-class help seeking is included in the 
discussion because the group was a non-formal learning environment, and the 
students could show more initiative to seek extra help during class time as a 
result. 
 
Seeking help from teachers across the three learning environments may be taken 
as linking social capital, or the relationships one builds with people in a greater 
position of power relative to oneself (Woolcock, 2000). This kind of help seeking 
as well as seeking help from peers is investigated. Seeking understanding from 
outside the community for hardships experienced is also taken to be a form of 
help seeking and this is also discussed.  
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Seeking Help from Teachers 
The degree of help sought from teachers for particular tasks was not uniform 
among the students, and was found to be dependent on factors such as age and 
gender. However, whenever help seeking behaviour was evident, it was preceded 
by a focus on relationships. Findings for this subsection are taken from 
observation data collected at the women’s community group and the university 
group. It was at these two learning sites that help seeking/help avoidance was 
observed. Help seeking behaviour was more difficult to observe in the TAFE 
group because student observations were generally conducted during class time. 
Over the three weeks of teaching the preliteracy class, students were not found to 
seek help from the researcher, but it was difficult to draw conclusions from this 
since the researcher was substituting for another teacher, and this may have 
influenced the students’ help seeking behaviour.  
 
Factors Involved in Seeking Help 
First, in the women’s community group, it appeared that age was a significant 
factor with regards to building relationships with teachers in order to engage in 
help seeking behaviour. The more mature aged students in the women’s 
community group appeared to be more likely to develop relationships with 
volunteers and then later seek help than the younger students if the mature aged 
students had been in Australia for approximately six months or more. Three of 
the mature-aged students actively sought help from the volunteers in getting their 
driving license, and successfully canvassed the volunteers to teach them the 
English they needed for this particular purpose. These three women accepted a 
personal invitation (at different times) into the chief volunteer’s home in order to   245
access a computer, and this invitation may have indicated that the students’ had 
developed a rapport with this volunteer. Further, two of the older students in the 
women’s community group were the only students to use the interview with the 
researcher as a forum for help seeking: 
 
They said it is good actually what you are doing now, but what they 
wanted if people could learn how to do computing […] [if] there’s a 
program in computer where you can also learn something real[ly] 
interesting [they] would appreciate [it]. (Angela interpreting for Fran and 
Lisa] 
 
It was unclear whether this request was made because the women felt that a 
rapport had developed between themselves and the researcher, or whether they 
had asked irrespective of rapport. However, a request such as this was observed 
to come from the older rather than the younger students over the course of the 
observations. 
 
Younger students and mature-aged students who had been in Australia for an 
extremely short time, in some cases only a few weeks, were not observed to 
actively participate in help seeking behaviour nor engage with volunteers in a 
friendly way. As mentioned in Chapter Six, obedience to elders is understood to 
be common in many African cultures (Reagan, 2000), and this is possibly a 
reason why older women were generally more confident and assertive than 
younger women. In other words, the younger women’s relationship with the older 
women may have been one of obedience. This obedience has been found to 
change depending on the length of time younger women from ‘minority’ cultures 
are exposed to Western culture and schooling (Urdan and Giancarlo, 2001), but 
the young women had only been in a Western culture for less than five years.   246
Therefore, length of time in Australia, as well as age, may have been an issue 
with regards to help seeking. For example, Rachel and Fiona, two mature-aged 
educated women, were not observed to seek help, and both had been in Australia 
for less than two months when they accessed the group. However, Rachel in 
particular was observed to engage with the volunteers in a friendly way by 
offering to help them and by talking to them before and after class. A more 
longitudinal study may have shown Rachel (and Fiona) later engaging in help 
seeking behaviour. 
 
Finally, even though some women were not observed to develop relationships 
with teachers in order to seek specific help from them, they were all seen to be 
seeking help from the teachers in general. That is to say, they were all attending 
classes instigated by a religious institution. The way that these women had 
accessed the women’s community group could be construed as participation in 
help seeking behaviour since there were no financial or status benefits. In East 
African countries religious volunteering has been found to be prevalent 
(Wuthnow, 2004), and past experiences with religious volunteers co-operating to 
help the community may have encouraged the women to seek help through a 
community group initiated by their Church. Cooperation was also apparent in that 
the students were involved in helping to organise Church fetes and Sunday 
activities.  
 
The learning context of the women’s community group differed markedly from 
the other two learning contexts in that the learning environment was more 
integrated into the community, and therefore allowed a greater interdependence   247
in terms of cooperation. Serpell and Hatano (1997), in their discussion on the 
institutional separateness of Western schooling, point out that the holistic nature 
of Islamic schooling is more congruent with education which is integrated into a 
particular community. Similarly, Christian schooling, when directly connected to 
the parish, could also be congruent with a more interdependent identity. 
 
Next, in the university group, help seeking behaviour was observed to be 
different from the women’s community group. In particular, age did not appear to 
be a significant factor in building relationships with teachers and later seeking 
help. The students who sought help were found to seek help frequently, but 
varied in both age and immediate ethnic group. Two students were both Dinka 
and in their early twenties and another student was Bari and in his forties. In fact, 
the young men, in contrast to the young women who had been in Australia for 
less than five years, appeared to be very confident and assertive in their help 
seeking outside class. It has been noted that “in some cultures gender may have a 
stronger influence on individual’s beliefs and values than occurs in the West” 
(Wigfield et al., 2004, p.192). However, the imbalance between male and female 
South Sudanese students in the university group made it difficult to investigate 
this issue.  
 
Problematic gender issues notwithstanding, an interdependent identity appeared 
to influence the help seeking behaviour of the few students who frequently 
sought help in the university group through their focus on relationships: The 
students chose to seek help from teachers whom they knew. They sought help 
with all of their assignments and rarely made appointments, usually seeking out   248
teachers with an ‘open-door’ policy, such as the researcher. This also included 
seeking help from the researcher with assignments from different units to the 
support unit on which she tutored. Three other male students the researcher had 
taught five years before at TAFE and who were in the second and third year of an 
undergraduate degree at the same university, also accessed the researcher for help 
with editing essays. The researcher was on friendly terms with these three 
students. 
 
Factors Involved in Not Seeking Help 
Nevertheless, more students in the university group were observed not to engage 
in help seeking behaviour, even though they spoke of requiring assistance, and 
this may have been linked to an interdependent identity which was limited to the 
South Sudanese community or their immediate ethnic group. However, not 
engaging in help seeking behaviour may have also been caused by factors such as 
pride, gender issues, lack of understanding of ‘cultural disadvantage’, scepticism 
about the benefit of help seeking, and perceived lack of access to tutors.  
 
First, Sam and Morgan, two of the older students who were not seen to seek help 
when they required it, stated in interview that they had been in a position of 
command in the rebel army in Sudan for an average of twenty years, and 
therefore pride may have affected their help seeking behaviour. Sam was 
particularly conspicuous in avoiding help, since he was the academically weaker 
of the two students. Marilyn, one of the unit coordinators, showed her concern 
with Sam’s behaviour in interview: 
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[Sam] was the only one who was very borderline but […] he didn’t ever 
come to me unless I asked him, at one stage they needed help with the 
computer about something or other, and I sort of insisted that they all 
came to my office. (Marilyn) 
 
Sam spoke in the focus group about not accepting help from a younger mentor 
due to the issue of age: 
 
I get a young person […] so I just decided to leave him, but I’ll see if I 
can get somebody of my age. (Sam) 
 
However, his lack of help seeking behaviour may have also been gendered since 
Marilyn was older than him. Accessing help from her would have been 
appropriate based on her age, considering his comment in the focus group. 
 
Second, although some students spoke at length in interview about cultural 
disadvantage in their new learning environment, other students may not have 
believed that it was more difficult for them than for students who were 
accustomed to analysis and critical thinking. The opinion of these students was 
not shared by Anne, another unit coordinator, who perceived the South Sudanese 
students to be at a distinct disadvantage: 
 
I don’t think they actually really understand how significantly 
disadvantaged in our particular education system they are. (Anne) 
 
Not perceiving themselves as disadvantaged may have led to scepticism when 
any help seeking behaviour did not lead to immediate results. Three students in 
the university group were found only sporadically to access a special tutorial set 
up by Anne to help them understand the unit material, and two later commented 
that they thought that the extra tutorials had not helped them. This can be related   250
to Volet and Karabenick’s (2006, p.126) discussion on help seeking among peers 
where one factor which was found to influence help seeking was “perceived 
affordances in the social environment towards achieving a positive outcome of 
the help seeking/help giving process”. 
 
Further, the university students’ difficulties in accessing their tutors, due to 
tutors’ limited consultation times, appeared to conflict with their forms of 
participating in prior formal learning environments, where there was a greater 
focus on one-to-one teacher-student relationships. Four of the university group 
students spoke in interview of prior educational experiences where they had had 
very limited access to the teacher during class, but the freedom to approach the 
teacher outside class time. This can be compared with the learning experiences of 
students from Confucian Heritage Cultures where teachers have relatively less 
teaching hours than in a country such as Australia to allow for one-on-one 
consultation with students outside class (Volet, 1999).  
 
During the intensive four week university entry program for which the researcher 
was a tutor, it was noted that it was most frequently the South Sudanese students 
who accessed help outside class – normally staying back after class to receive 
extra assistance. One student referred to the tutorials of these four weeks in an 
informal exchange with the researcher, asking why the tutors of his university 
units were not available to give the same kind of help. Other students also voiced 
confusion concerning their tutors’ lack of time. The three university group 
participants who actively sought help, however, demonstrated that the help would   251
be provided, and this appeared to indicate that tutor’s perceived lack of time was 
a surmountable obstacle given a tenacious disposition. 
 
In sum, in the women’s community group, factors such as being mature-aged and 
having been in Australia longer than a few months appeared to facilitate help 
seeking behaviour. The students also appeared to be in a learning environment 
conducive to help seeking since the environment had a community focus. With 
respect to the university students, seeking help from teachers outside class 
appeared to be part of the students’ prior learning experiences, but there were 
factors, such as limited access to tutors as well as dispositional factors such as 
pride, and scepticism of the benefits of specific help seeking, that may have 
prevented many of the university students from seeking help. However, the 
students who appeared to be disposed towards overcoming these factors and 
sought help were observed to seek help frequently from teachers with whom they 
had a relationship.  
 
Seeking Help from Peers and the Wider Community 
Similarly to seeking help from teachers, the students’ focus on relationships was 
found to be a factor in students’ decision to seek help from peers and the wider 
community. However, with respect to seeking help from peers in particular, the 
students themselves demonstrated in interview that they saw a direct link 
between focusing on relationships and help seeking behaviour. This issue is now 
addressed in terms of ‘strategic’ relationships with peers. Help seeking in the 
wider community is also discussed in terms of a focus on relationships. 
   252
‘Strategic’ Relationships with Peers 
In interviews and informal exchanges, many students in the university group and 
women’s community group spoke of their interest in students of non-African 
origin in terms of the usefulness of these students, but emphasised the need to 
have a relationship with their peers before asking for help. This emphasis can be 
related to Brown, Miller and Mitchell’s finding that South Sudanese students in 
their study “were reluctant to participate in small group activities” partly 
“because they lacked friendship links with other group members” (2006, p.158). 
The students’ focus on the importance of relationships was evident in their 
comments on receiving assistance. Some examples of students’ comments are 
given below: 
 
Are you interested in what [the other students] say? In who they are? 
(Interviewer) 
Yeah […] I find that it gives me information […] because it might help 
me in one way or another […] I might be having a question that is 
disturbing me […] if we were not interacting then I will be keeping that 
question to myself because I can’t ask him because we have never 
interact[ed] before. (Peter) 
 
Those who are with you in tutorials you may try to get a friend in 
Australia, you ask him a question that you don’t know because if it is 
somebody that you have not interacted [with] […] that is […] very 
difficult, but if you are in one lecture or you are doing research […] you 
have an access of getting closer to him. (Sam) 
 
Do you find that people in Perth take an interest in you? (Interviewer) 
Learn more and more, maybe meeting some other people. (Ivy 
interpreting for Joan) 
 
Only one student focused on his relationships with non-African peers without 
mentioning their utility in interview. Matthew, one of the few students who had 
Australian friends as a result of working with Australians, was the only student 
who spoke of his friendships as distinct from his learning.    253
 
However, even though students focused on developing strategic relationships 
with their non-African peers, their comments in interview and informal 
exchanges indicated that they believed their Australian peers would have trouble 
with the cross-cultural gap. The way that they dealt with this issue differed. 
Morgan and Peter, two of the university students, in particular spoke of cultural 
differences in interview. Morgan focused on misunderstandings while Peter 
focused on his reluctance to self-disclose because he thought he would look 
strange from a Western cultural perspective: 
 
When one […] comes from Africa [the other students] fear that we don’t 
have knowledge […] but […] when we are given assignments, they know 
that [the Africans] know something […] But through talking […] I don’t 
have lower teeth here through my culture they were removed […] this one 
cannot allow you to speak English well […] These girls [in the tutorial] 
were appreciating me and they tell me that […] they were not knowing 
whether I can be able to write or something like that one. I told them ‘no, 
that is not an issue. The issue is because I don’t have lower teeth’. 
(Morgan) 
 
Here you always talk of girls and boyfriend and girlfriend but [in my 
culture] it is something you don’t publicly talk of […] somebody might 
say ‘do you have a girlfriend?’ OK, the answer is simple, I can say yes or 
I can say no. If I say yes then you know somebody might advance 
something [to do] with her, and it would be really hard for her to go out 
with the girls. (Peter) 
So you don’t want to answer the question about that? (Interviewer) 
Yeah I can’t answer the question […] and if I didn’t answer the question 
this person might say ‘what is wrong with that person?’ […] And if we 
interact one time then he might not be talking to me, he might not be 
saying anything because he knows that, you know, this person never 
answers his questions. (Peter) 
 
Both of these students showed through their comments the potential 
misunderstandings associated with forming strategic relationships. However, the 
willingness to disclose cultural aspects of the self, such as Morgan’s greater 
willingness to explain cultural differences, had an impact on how the students   254
interacted. Morgan was able to correct the girls’ misunderstanding, while Peter 
appeared to be less willing to engage in this way. This may relate to Kudo and 
Simkin’s (2003) finding that self-disclosure is a significant factor in the 
development of intercultural friendships, and friendships in turn could be thought 
of as a significant factor in help seeking and help giving behaviour. (see also 
Ujitani, 2007). Friendships may be especially significant given an interdependent 
identity, due to the inherent focus on relationships.  
 
Help Seeking in the Wider Community 
Help seeking in the wider community appeared to be successful depending on 
whether the students were seeking help in order to increase their independence in 
their new country, or whether the help was causing them to be dependent on 
relationships with members of the non-African wider community. One Nuba 
student in the TAFE group, took the initiative to improve his English 
conversation outside TAFE by attending a type of multicultural theatre aimed at 
improving conversation: 
 
[Nigel] nowadays goes to this multicultural [theatre], what we call 
voluntary work […] just purposely to converse […] so that he learns 
English. (Daniel interpreting for Nigel) 
 
Nigel was the only student participating in the present research to be attempting 
to improve his language skills independently. In contrast, two Nuer students in 
the TAFE group sought help because they were unable to understand the 
bureaucracy required for institutions such as Centrelink – the Government 
welfare agency. They had received help in the past, but they were no longer 
receiving assistance:   255
 
This is a bit sad, but what is happening now […] Centrelink keeps on 
sending letters and these letters […] are bills, others are forms to be filled 
so that you get your money, but nobody to read for them […] and if you 
delay the time goes, so this is one of the things which is making [their] 
life not easy now in Australia […] [They] ha[ve] piled lots of [these 
letters] because people who used to help [them] are tired now of helping. 
(Daniel interpreting for Lucy and Bridget) 
 
Based on this comment it is not possible to say for certain whether the people 
who used to help the Nuer women would have continued if the women had been 
learning. However, in light of the comment above, this type of help appeared to 
be unsustainable in the long term. 
 
The variation in help seeking behaviour may have been linked to level of 
education. Nigel’s level of English was very low, but he had been educated to a 
tertiary level in an Arabic system. Lucy and Bridget were both in a preliteracy 
class and had not received an education prior to attending TAFE. It appeared that 
Nigel knew the kinds of ways to access extra practice in English conversation 
outside TAFE, and also perhaps understood the importance of doing so for his 
learning. On the other hand, Lucy and Bridget may have experienced their 
learning environment as a greater challenge because the comment above indicates 
that they were unable to control their finances, and were experiencing the loss of 
their former helpers. These reported forms of participation in learning indicated 
some help seeking behaviour of students in the TAFE group. 
 
Finally, in informal exchanges, the students appeared to associate help seeking 
primarily with the South Sudanese community, thus highlighting an 
interdependent identity, even though this community was still not considered to   256
be ‘strong’ in Western Australia. One student’s comment in the focus group that 
the South Sudanese community was a shallow community was indicative of the 
association between help seeking and the importance attached to relationships. 
This student believed it important for Sudanese people to be at every level of 
Australian society so that they could help one another: 
 
Here in Western Australia Sudanese is not very strong because it is not 
connected to the Australian service [for] example there are no Sudanese 
who are working here with the university […] that can take information 
from here to the community. No Sudanese working in the hospital to take 
things […] do the same thing. (Mike) 
 
This comment indicates that the student was thinking collectively as a group. 
From the comment, it appeared that group members in professional positions 
would have had the responsibility of co-operating with other members of the 
community, and help-seeking among peers and the wider community would have 
taken place more smoothly. This supports the finding that many students were 
participating in their learning environment collectively, and seeking help from 
one another before seeking help from other peers or the wider community. 
 
In brief, seeking help from peers and the wider community appeared to be 
considered useful by the students. However, students’ discourse on the utility of 
developing friendships with peers and the wider community also included a focus 
on the formation of some kind of relationship before help seeking could occur. 
This finding was congruent with an interdependent self construal. Cross-cultural 
issues appeared to make it difficult to initiate these relationships, but self-
disclosure seemed to aid the process. Nevertheless, these relationships were 
mostly discussed in the abstract by the students, and non-participation in help   257
seeking behaviour was found to be occurring as a result of the difficulties 
involved in developing relationships with non-African peers. Dependency on the 
wider community was also raised as an unresolved issue for some preliteracy 
students in the TAFE group in that members of the wider community were no 
longer fulfilling dependency needs. Finally, a student expressed a desire for 
Sudanese people to occupy positions at all levels of Australian society so that 
help seeking would be made easier for other Sudanese people. This indicated a 
sense of interdependence at a level lower than that of the wider Australian 
society.  
 
Relationship Building and Help Seeking 
Forming relationships was found to be a significant aspect of students’ help 
seeking behaviour and, as mentioned earlier in this section, was frequently found 
to precede the help seeking. Teachers appeared to have varying degrees of 
awareness of the difference between students’ objective of seeking specific help 
and of developing a relationship which would be beneficial to help seeking in the 
longer term. If a particular teacher appeared to be aware of this difference and the 
students shared personal issues with her/him, the student seemed to be more 
likely to seek help from that teacher later.  
 
First, there was some division of opinion among the students regarding whether 
to share personal issues with people outside the immediate ethnic group. As 
mentioned earlier, two Nuba TAFE students reported in interview that family 
affairs were to be solved by the Nuba community. However, one Dinka student   258
said in the focus group that he wanted help negotiating family affairs in a new 
environment such as Australia: 
 
[Would] you be able to [add] some program like er [blueprints of] culture 
[…] we have a problem especially […] I am having problems with my 
wife and these things[were] affecting me at the time I was studying at 
TAFE, doing Certificate IV […] That course could be included […] so 
that all of us could be aware of what to do when you come home […] 
these things can affect, even it can affect the education or the studies. 
(Morgan) 
 
Morgan was one of the three students who came to the researcher’s office to 
speak about domestic issues – Matthew and Peter also came to discuss matters 
not directly related to their academic work. One of the South Sudanese members 
of the Anglican parish who helped start the women’s community group also 
discussed many family issues with the researcher – she had been a student in one 
of the researcher’s TAFE classes two or three years earlier, and a teacher-student 
relationship between them had been established. 
 
Therefore, even though there were students in all three groups who did not wish 
to speak of their personal issues with teachers, some students did choose to speak 
in this way, but their sharing of personal issues sometimes appeared to be 
understood as a desire to be helped in a particular area. For example, special 
tutorials were organised by the university to help students from the university 
group deal with personal issues which may have been affecting their learning, but 
these tutorials were not well attended. The students also used the focus group to 
say that they wanted to meet regularly to be given constant assistance, but then 
did not attend the first meeting arranged for them. This lack of attendance   259
occurred for all extra tutorials organised for the students of the university group, 
and is discussed further in the next chapter. 
 
However, some teachers appeared to be developing one-to-one relationships 
through a focus on personal issues. A university and a TAFE educator both gave 
examples of their awareness of having a listening/learning role with respect to the 
students: 
 
[One of my South Sudanese students had] problems at home […] they are 
dealing with a lot […] she could tell me about it and I don’t think she’s 
telling me about it to elicit pity, she was telling me about it because I was 
concerned about her, I said ‘you don’t look well, you don’t look as though 
you’re very happy’ […] and then she sort of c[a]me out with it. (Libby) 
 
Especially when they can’t communicate in English […] they bring in 
photos of their houses and things like that, so that’s the only way I’ve 
learned, through pictures. (Vicky) 
 
Students who were disposed to speak to teachers about personal issues may have 
had an interdependent identity which included these teachers. The students also 
appeared to be more likely to listen to the teachers in question when it came to 
academic issues. The researcher found this to be the case with Morgan – even 
though he did not seek help with academic tasks of his own volition, he was 
persuaded to attend a workshop she was giving on avoiding plagiarism. 
 
In sum, it appeared that students who engaged in help seeking behaviour were 
focused on developing relationships with people outside their immediate 
community. This seemed to lead to the students participating in their new 
learning environment in a more inclusive manner than their companions who   260
were not developing relationships outside their immediate ethnic group, the 
South Sudanese, or the African community. 
 
REACTING TO CHALLENGES IN LEARNING 
In this final section the way that students participated in their learning 
environment in terms of reacting to challenges is examined. Reacting to 
challenges was particularly salient in the data since all the students were studying 
in a cross-cultural learning environment to which they were unaccustomed. 
Challenges in this section refer to slow rate of progress in learning or failure. The 
two main factors found to be associated with the way students across the three 
groups and learning environments reacted to challenges were the students’ focus 
on relationships and students’ persistence.  
 
A Focus on Relationships in Reacting to Challenges 
When confronted with challenges in the learning environment, many students 
were found to demonstrate an interdependent identity through a focus on 
relationships. Students’ focus on relationships with others within the learning 
environment, and their focus on relationships with family and community 
members outside the learning environment are explored in this section. Gender 
issues and teachers’ reactions to students are also discussed in terms of the 
students’ focus on relationships. 
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Prioritising Relationships over Challenges in Learning 
In the women’s community group, maintaining relationships with the other 
students in class appeared to be prioritised over the challenge of attempting to 
speak English. Most of the students in the women’s community group were 
observed to avoid practising speaking English, the main reason cited for coming 
to class
7. This avoidance may have indicated a focus on relationships with other 
students, because most students were observed to speak English on a one-to-one 
basis with volunteers, but then would not speak English when other students 
arrived to class. Students were observed to rely on their relationships with 
members of their community in order to complete activities rather than practise 
their English with the volunteers during class. 
 
Further, in the women’s community group, the students’ interaction with other 
members of their community with whom they had relationships, and with whom 
they could communicate easily, appeared to facilitate the use of the students’ 
mother tongue or Arabic. In interview one student explained her avoidance of 
speaking English by referring to her inability to communicate as well as she 
would have liked: 
 
She’s willing to speak English but sometimes [she] want […] to say this 
one here she begins thinking and the conversation becomes boring 
[laughter]. (Angela translating for Fran) 
 
This apparent reluctance to practise spoken English in the group did not influence 
some students’ reactions to challenges in other areas of learning, such as in the 
driving lessons discussed in the next chapter. It may have been that avoiding 
                                                 
7 This is discussed in the next chapter in terms of opportunities.   262
English conversation was related to the social function of the women’s 
community group. 
 
The significance of community relationships appeared to facilitate the learning of 
conversational English for those students in a leadership role, however. There 
was one student in particular who was conspicuous in her attempts to speak 
English even though she was at a very low level, and this may have been 
connected to her leadership role in the group. Judith, the student in question, was 
always observed to make an effort to practice her English in class, and also 
exhorted others to practice. The South Sudanese co-organiser of the women’s 
community group was observed to take the same role of encouraging the students 
to practise their English, but in her case, this encouragement came from a 
position of superior spoken English skills and she had also helped to initiate the 
group. The fact that both women were taking the role of facilitator although 
Judith was not one of the instigators of the women’s community group may have 
indicated that Judith had a leadership role within the community and was acting 
according to this relationship with the rest of the group
8.  
 
‘Frustration’ and ‘Despair’ – Relationships and Challenges in Learning 
In addition to prioritising relationships with other students in the classroom, 
relationships outside the classroom were found to affect the way some students 
reacted to challenges in learning. The negative feelings associated with 
challenges in learning, such as failure, appeared to add to negative feelings 
associated with family and community.  This focus on relationships became 
                                                 
8 Judith’s husband was a prominent member of the Bari community.   263
apparent in interviews. Four students spoke about their frustration and sense of 
defeat in terms of family issues when asked how they felt about failure or slow 
rate of progress in their learning. A student at TAFE indicated this directly when 
she was speaking of her reactions to failure: 
 
[Neil] was talking as a man, but for me as a lady, I have left children […] 
children and family, others are in Nairobi, others are where, where so […] 
certain frustrations begin to arise, it makes my brain to get scattered all 
over, thinking now what are all this defeat. Our children are left in 
Nairobi, others are in Canada, where where, now [again] here in America 
[…] this defeat […] that is what I really feel. (Daniel interpreting for 
Lucy) 
 
Frustration and defeat are mentioned in this comment, and the comment indicates 
difficulty with compartmentalizing failure or slow progress. This finding 
supports Kuhl’s (1994, p.16) research on state orientation in his action control 
model where he gives preoccupation as a reason why an individual may not be 
able to behave in a ‘useful’ way: “One cannot focus on an intention to start 
working when one is preoccupied with uncontrollable ruminations”. This 
preoccupation may be considered to be an obstacle to active participation in the 
learning environment.  
 
A comment made by Fran in the women’s community group also focused on 
defeat: 
 
[…] so that is why they go back to the answer in Arabic, because they are 
defeated. (Angela interpreting for Fran) 
 
Other comments made by both Fran and Lisa in the same interview focus on 
frustration when confronted with the challenge of speaking English: 
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[Lisa and Fran] feel like they are crazy and they are stupid and they don’t 
know what to say […] they wanted to say these things but it’s difficult 
and it makes them frustrated. (Angela interpreting for Lisa and Fran) 
 
These two students did not refer to relationships directly. However, when they 
spoke of frustration and defeat, they referred to speaking rather than reading and 
writing. This may have been indicative of a desire to develop relationships since 
speaking is a more directly interpersonal activity.  
 
Gender Issues and Relationships 
It further appeared that some students perceived the influence of a focus on 
relationships on reacting to slow progress and failure to be gendered to some 
degree, although teachers’ perceptions differed. 
 
First, in Lucy’s comment mentioned earlier, she herself attributes her attitude to 
the fact that she is a woman. She may have understood this negative reaction to 
failure as part of the experience of being a woman because the women are the 
primary caregivers to the children in South Sudan
9. In interview, when speaking 
of women’s opportunities for education in Sudan, one Dinka student in the 
university group offered a further reason, saying that women were generally not 
trained to cope with negative experiences: 
 
The question of the ladies why there are very few [who received 
schooling] […] it is not because they are prevented not to go to school, 
but the nature of the school that we have been in, it was very harsh. (Sam) 
 
                                                 
9 This understanding of women as the primary caregivers to children in South Sudan is 
taken from discussions with South Sudanese participants of the present study. For 
example, all of the students interviewed in the university group commented on this in 
interview.   265
Sam later explained ‘harsh’ to mean the physical deprivations of a ‘bush’ school, 
such as receiving food of very poor quality. Indeed, Dinka boys are trained much 
more than girls from an early age to cope with “the stress of flight and war” 
(Jeppson and Hjern, 2005, p.69) and Lucy, being a Nuer, came from a very 
similar cattle culture to the Dinka. 
 
Nevertheless, these gendered understandings were not reflected in teachers’ 
comments about the way students’ learning was affected by preoccupations 
outside class. In this case, a focus on relationships was reported to affect 
students’ general participation in their learning – not only their reactions to 
challenges in the classroom. The teachers did not mention that it was women 
rather than men who were significantly affected by issues occurring outside class. 
One of the TAFE teachers made this comment: 
 
I find [the South Sudanese students] can be very emotional […] it’s like a 
rollercoaster ride if you know what I mean […] sometimes they’re very 
high, you know, and very outgoing, and other times […] if something gets 
them down, it might be a family problem or something like that, they’re 
right down low. (Cameron) 
 
All of the students appeared to have to deal with a variety of domestic and 
financial issues related to settling into a society substantially different from the 
one they had left, as discussed in Chapter Two. Also, both male and female 
students were found to be obliged to engage with bureaucracy, such as the 
bureaucracy involved in receiving welfare payments. Much of this bureaucracy 
included written material directly related to the students’ families, and students 
with very low literacy levels were found to be unable to read to the required 
standard.    266
The Significance of Teachers’ Focus on Relationships 
Finally, teachers’ reactions to students were found to be an important factor in 
whether some students participated in class, this time appearing to demonstrate 
that the students’ interdependent identity included their teachers. A caring 
attitude and teachers’ general willingness to show understanding and empathy 
seemed to allow students to participate, and a TAFE teacher referred to this in 
interview: 
 
And they show [they’re right down low] in their learning. I find one in 
particular, if she’s upset, she just doesn’t pay attention to me or anything, 
she just has her head down and does whatever, copies anything that she 
feels like doing, then if I get her spirits up again, she will laugh and be 
more…participating. (Vicky) 
 
Vicky also told an anecdote about Lucy, again illustrating the influence of the 
students’ emotional (preoccupied) state on their learning, and also the 
significance of the teacher’s behaviour: 
 
[Lucy] was late and […] had a longer coffee break, and I didn’t explain 
the task […] that we were doing, what we were up to, and she got up and 
left, and then I went and spoke to her about it, gave her a hug and she 
went back to class, sat down and laughed and joined in. (Vicky) 
 
Vicky had explained earlier in the interview that Lucy had been in tears when she 
had left the room. Her attempt to show Lucy her displeasure at Lucy’s behaviour 
appeared to cause an emotional response, but her subsequent reaction appeared to 
allow Lucy to come back to class and make more effort than she would have 
perhaps otherwise have done. Abbie, another of the TAFE teachers, also vetoed 
her own decision not to move a student to a class for which she felt he was not 
ready due to his emotional response at not ‘progressing’ with his peers. Her   267
decision appeared to prioritise the importance of relationships on the student’s 
participation in learning. 
 
In sum, students’ interdependent identity was taken to be indicated by the 
students’ immediate focus on relationships. This immediate focus was found to 
influence their participation in the learning environment when confronted with 
challenges. Many students in the women’s community group were not observed 
to improve their skills in spoken English, and this may have been a result of their 
apparent reluctance to practice English in front of and with members of their 
community group. Nevertheless, some students in the TAFE group who were 
preoccupied with family issues, appeared to be ‘talked into’ participating in class 
by teachers. Finally, some students seemed to perceive some manifestations of a 
focus on relationships as gendered, but their teachers did not appear to notice any 
difference between men and women in terms of this focus.  
 
Persistence as a Reaction to Challenges 
Although an interdependent identity in terms of an immediate focus on 
relationships appeared to influence the way some students reacted to challenges, 
many other students demonstrated a focus on persistence rather than 
relationships. Although this section relates to persistence rather than a focus on 
relationships, its relevance lies in the lack  of focus on relationships when 
confronted with slow progress or failure. This relevance is addressed in the 
discussion at the end of the chapter. In this section, findings related to students’ 
focus on persistence are addressed in terms of a constructive reaction to 
challenges, improvement, and the importance of education.   268
Persistence as a Constructive Reaction to Challenges   
Students in both the university and TAFE groups were found to focus on 
persistence in the face of failure. Four of the students in the university group 
spoke about their persistence in interview. Here are two examples: 
 
At the moment you get back [an essay which you didn’t pass] you really 
feel devastated, but as time goes, you just feel better and work hard to 
compensate that. (Mike) 
 
If I fail it means I lack something […] which has made me fail […] my 
appeal would be [to] say [that I] be given the chance to get that thing 
there. (Daniel) 
 
Both of these comments indicate that effort was considered by the students to be 
the key to avoiding more failure. Three of the TAFE students also focused on 
persistence if progress in learning was slow in interview and, although two of the 
students had been educated to a tertiary level in Arabic, one of the students was a 
preliteracy student. His views on persistence appeared to be similar to the more 
educated students: 
 
[If Neil feels frustrated] he has to go back to the first lesson which he 
knows he has to make it again, again, revision, revision, revision. (Daniel 
interpreting for Neil) 
 
These students, generally male but also including Fiona, the most educated 
female student participant, indicated in interview that they persisted once failure 
had occurred.  
 
In addition, persistence appeared to be considered by one student in particular to 
assist in the process of recovering from bad news. A student in the university   269
group, surprised that an Australian girl in one of his tutorials had burst into tears 
when she saw she had failed an assessment, made this comment: 
 
Though you will be disappointed [if you do not do well] you will not 
allow this situation to affect you because in everything you do there’s 
something good out of it or something bad. If you pass, that’s good. If 
you didn’t pass the problem is you because you didn’t do well enough to 
pass so what can you do? Don’t just frustrate yourself so much […] After 
not even an hour, you know, I’ll just forget about it and see where I failed. 
(Matthew) 
 
In this quote Matthew appeared to focus on persistence when reacting to failure. 
This can be related to Kuhl’s (1994) notion of failure-related action orientation in 
which people are able to disengage from failure, in this case by putting the failure 
in the past, and making an effort to avoid future failure. It was possible that 
lessons learned in adversity were being applied to the classroom, and persistence 
after failure appeared for this student in particular to be a successful strategy for 
gaining access to an education. For example, Matthew’s comment above was 
consistent with a story, mentioned in Chapter Six, which he told in interview of 
his determination to finish his education in Kenya. He reported that he, along 
with his fellow students, complained about the standard of teaching in his 
secondary school in Kakuma refugee camp, and were suspended. Due to a certain 
chain of events, he was not able to return to the school, but finally found a way to 
finish his secondary education in Uganda. 
 
Next, the transition from negative feelings attached to failing to feeling positive 
was found to be relatively short among many students, but when this was not the 
case, a focus on persistence was still evident. First, three of the students in the   270
university group remarked that it took them less than an hour or an hour to 
recover; Daniel was the most expressive in his answer: 
 
Like me normally, it takes me, any big situation that happens to me I just 
come back to my senses immediately, after one hour I just forget about it 
[…] because my grandpa was telling me that […] [in] life is certain things 
which is just like holding a glass of water […] all of a sudden it slips from 
your hand, and the water pours down, you will never collect that water. 
What you[’re] going to [do is] fetch it, I mean […] that glass, that’s not 
the first water you have, that one is gone and that’s it, so that’s what I 
believe. (Daniel) 
 
The most conspicuous observed occurrence of persistence after failure involved 
the university students’ reading logs in the English support unit. On one occasion 
nearly all the South Sudanese students failed the log because they had plagiarised 
the reading on which their logs were based – see the next chapter for a more 
detailed discussion. The standard of the next reading log was a dramatic 
improvement for all the students who had failed even though the reading logs 
contributed little to the overall assessment.  
 
However, even when students did not understand why they had done badly and 
negative emotions appeared to last longer than an hour, two students in particular 
were still found to persist. One student failed an exam in one of his units and 
Anne and Craig spoke of him in interview because he had been one of their 
students: 
 
I felt when [Paul] was here that he was almost close to tears because he 
did not understand why [he had failed the exam]. (Anne) 
 
Yep he collared me in the library one day just after this happened and he 
said ‘I need to see you’ or something […] you know, he was upset then. 
(Craig) 
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I think its ‘but I work so hard […] I don’t understand why […] I’m not 
successful and this is because I did well in [another] course […] you 
know, I did well […] Why did I fail in this unit?’ (Anne) 
 
Anne gave Paul a supplementary exam which he also failed because he was given 
the wrong exam. Paul successfully appealed and sat for a third exam which he 
passed. Therefore, Paul persisted even though the transition from negative to 
positive emotions was slow. 
 
The other student, Morgan, reported in interview that it took him a long time to 
recover from a failure, perhaps indicating that he considered time spent on task to 
be a measure of how well one would do on the task. This understanding of the 
significance of persistence appeared to be shared by one of the teachers. Both the 
student and teacher in this case were in the university group, and comments made 
in their respective interviews can be compared: 
 
When you have given us assignment […] you have to do it almost, what, 
three weeks […] even referencing may take even two days […] so [if] 
that thing is end[ing] up later with zero or fail […] you just feel frustrated 
for some time yeah, because a long time, yeah. (Morgan) 
 
See the problem with [the South Sudanese students] is that […] they will 
work their butts off […] and it’s frustrating for them to be working 
endlessly. I mean, time on task is the greatest predictor of success but you 
can work endlessly and spend an enormous amount of time on task, but if 
you don’t know the nature of the task, then you can work forever and get 
nowhere. (Anne) 
 
However, the difference between these two comments was Anne’s awareness of 
the significance of understanding the nature of the task. The students did not 
demonstrate this understanding that persistence may not have been enough if one 
did not know how to approach the task. This can be related to help seeking 
behaviour and is discussed in the final section of the chapter.   272
Improvement 
As demonstrated above, one university student appeared to find it difficult to 
understand why he would do better in one unit than another, but students in the 
university group generally appeared to understand that improvement would take 
time. Their focus on persistence reflected this view, and they frequently 
displayed an understanding that failing and improving may be occurring 
simultaneously. Again, this could be related to a failure-related action orientation 
where disengagement from the failure is a salient feature (Kuhl, 1994). All of the 
students interviewed in the university group had experienced failure in their 
assessments, and at first did not want to comment on their own improvement in 
interview, most of them reporting that it was not for them to say. However, the 
students later indicated a belief in their improvement. Some students used their 
own assessment of their performance to comment on their improvement in such 
areas as pronunciation, and efficiency. Other students focused on more external 
measures – feedback from tutors and overall grades in the case of Daniel, who 
was perhaps the student doing the best academically. One student in particular 
related improvement directly to time and effort: 
 
I have gained a lot […] which I do not know but here when I came here 
and since I stand here I gain something, a little bit, but it not [as] much as 
somebody expected or I was expected. But you know, education is just 
like when you are building house, you will start from foundation until you 
put another block, then the other blocks, it will become a […] wall, but 
we don’t expect to have the wall in one block. (Sam) 
 
This quote was indicative of the importance many of the other students appeared 
to place on persistence when confronted with challenges, and also showed that 
Sam in particular did not associate his ‘failure’ to live up to expectations, whether 
his own or other people’s, with lack of improvement.    273
Furthermore, students’ participation in terms of persistence did not only appear to 
be concentrated on external markers of improvement. For example, Daniel 
responded to the researcher’s remark in interview that some of the South 
Sudanese students may want to work and therefore complete their studies as 
quickly as they could: 
 
That one to me is zero over zero. I don’t believe in that because uni we 
have come seeking for knowledge and within that knowledge we are not 
just generalising knowledge, we need quality. (Daniel) 
 
Even though Daniel relied on his grades to talk about improvement, carried his 
grades around with him in his daily file, and also spoke proudly in interview 
about being rewarded with gifts for an agricultural learning exercise in his native 
city of Juba in South Sudan, he also appeared to attach importance to quality. 
Matthew’s anecdote about his brother studying in Africa also indicated that he 
concentrated on internal markers of improvement: 
 
Then one day a teacher […] [gave him a bad mark] he came to me crying, 
he was so disappointed with the exam, he didn’t like it, and then I just 
came and advised him: ‘Don’t worry, […] he did not put your thing well 
but your things are just in your head, why should you worry?’ (Matthew) 
 
This comment suggests that Matthew did not necessarily view the notions of 
improvement and failure as incompatible.  
 
Persistence and the Importance of Education 
Reacting to challenges related to slow progress and failure appeared to be 
influenced by a focus on persistence rather than a focus on relationships for the 
university students in particular. This may have been related to these students’ 
incentive to do well given Hoeing’s (2004) finding that education was viewed by   274
South Sudanese refugees in Uganda as a way of gaining status, autonomy and 
power. As students at a tertiary level, the students in the university group 
appeared to be better placed than the students in the TAFE and women’s 
community groups to gain access to these benefits, and many students in the 
university group also seemed to viewed education as a community responsibility.  
 
A focus on persistence rather than relationships was not limited to the university 
group, however. Three students in the TAFE group and one in the women’s 
community group also demonstrated this focus
10. Nevertheless, two of the three 
students across the other two groups who demonstrated the focus were tertiary 
educated in an Arabic system, and it is possible that all three of the students had a 
leadership role in their community. For example, the two tertiary educated 
students in particular spoke about their active involvement in addressing issues 
concerning the Nuba community. This was discussed in the first section of this 
chapter. Ways in which a focus on persistence and a focus on relationships may 
be linked is addressed in the discussion in the next section. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Unlike the previous chapter, one cultural schema was identified as a significant 
aspect of students’ identity-in-practice, presented in the inner model of Figure 2 
in Chapter Four, and a major influence on the students’ forms of participation. 
The identified cultural schema was that of interdependent self construal, as 
conceptualised by Markus and Kitayama (1991), and was inferred through the 
students’ observed and reported strong focus on relationships. This focus 
                                                 
10 One of the students in the TAFE group and the student in the women’s community 
group was the same student. This participant (Fiona) was a participant in both groups.   275
included members of the students’ ethnic group who appeared to be treated as 
extended family. Also, in many cases, the students’ focus on relationships was 
found to expand to include other South Sudanese, and other Africans, and 
students appeared to experience the learning environment collectively with their 
(selected) community group. The forms of participation which were found to be 
affected by the students’ relationship focus were identified to be committing to 
community, seeking help, and reacting to challenges in the learning environment.  
 
The way the concept of identity-in-practice was used to interpret the findings, 
followed by issues related to the interpretation of interdependent self construal, 
and ways in which the students could be considered to have negotiated this 
cultural schema, are now addressed.    
 
Identity-in-Practice 
Identity-in-practice refers to students’ identity as the way students experience 
themselves through participation in past and present practices. In the previous 
chapter the cultural schemas of obedience, teacher dependence and competitive 
selection were taken to be aspects of the students’ identity when participating in 
particular learning practices. If practices were different in the new learning 
environment, a conceptualisation of identity-in-practice was used to interpret 
students’ strength of attachment to the identified cultural schemas through 
changing or unchanging forms of participation. 
 
 In this chapter the cultural schema of interdependent self construal as an aspect 
of students’ identity was used to interpret the data, but changing forms of   276
participation were not evident. Instead, students appeared to negotiate this 
inferred interdependent aspect of their identity in different ways. Identity-in-
practice was assumed to allow for negotiation due to the concept’s focus on 
students’ contextualised experience of themselves in different practices – this 
focus is discussed in Chapter Four. In some cases in the TAFE group and 
women’s community group in particular, students appeared to experience their 
sense of interdependence as immediate and all-consuming. However, students 
predominantly in the university group appeared to experience their sense of 
interdependence as also fulfilling their community responsibilities in the long 
term. Ways in which the students resolved this conflict between short and long 
term responsibilities, and the influence the conflict has on their participation in 
learning is only touched upon in this study, and is worthy of further research. 
 
In addition, similarly to the previous chapter, identity was located in the students’ 
experience of themselves in particular practices. In this study identity was not 
conceptualised as the way others reified the students
11. There was found to be 
some overlap between the way students were identified as a group by ‘outsiders’ 
and the students’ experience of themselves as a community, but there were also 
differences. Being identified as a group for the purposes of learning appeared to 
be favourably received if South Sudanese community members were actively 
involved in identifying the group, as in the case of the women’s community  
 
                                                 
11 As discussed in Chapter Four, identity-in-practice is conceptualised as the first half of 
Wenger’s (1998, p.149-50) definition of identity: “We define who we are by the ways 
we experience ourselves through participation as well as by the ways we and others reify 
ourselves”.    277
group. However, group identification in the university and TAFE groups 
appeared to operate at the South Sudanese or African level, and the students’ 
interdependence appeared to be primarily linked to their own immediate ethnic 
group. The people whom students included in their collective thinking seemed to 
vary outside their immediate ethnic group. 
  
Finally, it is recognised that there were other ways to interpret the data examined 
in this chapter. For example, Bandura (2001, p.14) speaks of collective agency 
with “people’s shared belief in their collective power” as a “key ingredient” of 
collective agency. Markus and Kitayama (2003) also developed their cultural 
schemas of interdependent and independent self construal into cultural models of 
agency. However, identity-in-practice was found to be useful in that it conveyed 
the idea of students’ participation through time, and ways students changed or 
negotiated this participation ‘trajectory’ in situated practices. A conceptualisation 
of teacher-student agency was used to interpret the results of the next chapter. 
 
Relationships and Interdependent Self Construal 
As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, a focus on relationships was 
assumed to demonstrate a strong attachment to the cultural schema of 
interdependent self construal according to Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) 
research. However, it was also assumed that people with a strong attachment to 
an independent self construal would not have a complete lack of focus on 
relationships. It was the degree to which the South Sudanese students prioritised 
relationships with regards to help seeking which was related to the cultural 
schema of interdependent self construal. According to Lutz (1987) and   278
D’Andrade (1995), cultural schemas may only vary according to the priority 
placed on certain values. As discussed in Chapter Three, Lutz gives an example 
of the priority placed on the value of emotional responsibility the Micronesian 
Ifaluks’ cultural schema of emotion. In this example, it is the priority placed on 
the value rather than the value itself which makes the cultural schema different 
from the Western cultural schema of emotion. It was the degree of priority which 
South Sudanese students were found to give to relationships which was 
conspicuous in the findings.  
 
Help seeking as a form of participation in learning is an illustration of the 
significance of the degree to which relationships were prioritised by the students. 
In the university group, if students sought help, they were found to develop 
relationships with certain teachers, and frequently to seek help from these 
teachers. This could also be said of students with an Australian cultural 
background, but the degree to which the South Sudanese students pursued a 
relationship with the teacher seemed to indicate that, for these students, a focus 
on relationships was a crucial element for interaction to occur.  Further, the 
teacher appeared to influence student participation positively if s/he provided a 
sympathetic ear for students’ personal issues. As a result of subsequent rapport, 
some students were found to take advice and seek academic help from the teacher 
in question. If both students and teachers concentrated on developing a 
relationship, help seeking behaviour on the part of the students became salient.  
 
However, in the case of the women’s community group in particular, it was less 
clear whether the degree of focus on relationships was generated more by context   279
than a cultural schema of interdependent self construal. The group consisted only 
of South Sudanese students from the Bari and Nuba ethnic groups, and 
relationships between students were often found to be prioritised over the 
challenge of practising spoken English. If there was a conflict of interest between 
relationship maintenance and practising spoken English, it was found that priority 
was given to maintaining these relationships. Nevertheless, given that the group 
fulfilled a social as well as educational function
12, the same phenomenon may 
have occurred among students with an Australian background in a similar 
community group context. 
 
In addition, the students’ focus on relationships was found only to apply to the 
forms of participation described in this chapter: committing to community, help 
seeking and reacting to challenges in the learning environment. An 
interdependent self construal may also result in further forms of participation. As 
mentioned in Chapter Three, Markus and Kitayama (1991) consider 
interdependent self construal to be a fundamental cultural schema. Although they 
cite a focus on relationships as central to this schema, there are other elements 
deriving from this focus, such as the “ability to maintain harmony with social 
context” (Markus and Kitayama, 1991, p.230). This was not found to apply to the 
students; for example, many students were observed to disagree with each other, 
and there were often conflicts of opinion in the focus group and group interviews. 
In this study, interdependent self construal was only conceptualised in terms of 
very particular forms of participation. 
 
                                                 
12 The social function of the women’s community group is discussed in greater depth in 
the next chapter on opportunities across the learning environments.   280
Finally, relationship data, interpreted as interdependent self construal, was taken 
from observations and student reports of current forms of participation. This 
contrasted with data interpreted as cultural schemas in the previous chapter. The 
data in this case was primarily taken from student reports of past forms of 
participation. The fact that students were found to be prioritising relationships 
through particular forms of participation in the learning environments under 
study was taken to indicate that the students had a strong attachment to the 
cultural schema of interdependent self construal. The main differences among 
students were interpreted to be related to ways in which students negotiated this 
attachment. 
 
The Negotiation of Relationships 
Although students were found to demonstrate a collective way of thinking and a 
strong sense of themselves as interdependent, students reported conflicting 
responsibilities. Ways these responsibilities were negotiated appeared to 
influence students’ participation. This was especially apparent in the university 
group. There appeared to be a conflict for the university students in that they 
were found to have immediate responsibilities to the community and also the 
responsibility to become educated. Becoming educated was reported by many of 
the university students in interview and informal exchanges as a way of helping 
their community. The most common way for students to negotiate this conflict 
was through time management strategies
13.  
 
                                                 
13 Ways that students managed their time fell outside the scope of this study. Further 
research in this area may provide a greater understanding into how students with an 
interdependent way of thinking can resolve problems related to conflicting 
responsibilities. 
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Other ways that an interdependent way of thinking was negotiated in the 
university learning environment appeared to be through a focus on relationships 
in help seeking behaviour, but a lack of immediate focus on relationships when 
confronted with challenges in learning. Students who were observed to seek help 
from teachers and also focus on the importance of persistence when confronted 
with failure were observed to be more academically successful, and these factors 
may have contributed to their success
14 . Students spoke about ‘strategic’ 
relationships with their non-African peers in the abstract – help seeking was only 
found to occur with teachers. 
 
Students who showed a focus on persistence when confronted with challenges in 
the learning environment appeared to be focusing on their long term community 
responsibilities. By not focusing on immediate community and family concerns, 
students were observed to participate more actively in the learning environment. 
A focus on persistence included students’ reports on recovering quickly from 
failure, dissociating failure from improvement, and focusing on internal as well 
as external markers of improvement.  
 
If immediate community concerns were the focus, active participation logically 
appeared to be more difficult. In the TAFE group it seemed to be difficult for 
some students to separate past and present ‘failures’ in their family life from slow 
rate of progress in the learning environment, and this appeared to result in non-
participation. In these cases, relationships with teachers were found to be 
                                                 
14 Factors such as pride and lack of belief that teachers could really help in the university 
group appeared to discourage help seeking behaviour among some students. These 
students were found to be less academically successful. 
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important in that teachers at TAFE reported in interview that they could influence 
students’ non-participatory behaviour with sympathy and attention.  
 
Finally, some students’ apparent negotiation of an interdependent way of 
thinking may have been related to the learning environment. The students at 
tertiary level had a lot of incentive to succeed in their studies given that their 
community was more likely to benefit from this level of education. Community 
responsibilities were a particularly strong focus in the university group 
interviews. When there was less incentive to succeed, such as in the voluntary 
women’s community group, an immediate focus on relationships was prevalent. 
The students’ negotiation of an interdependent way of thinking in the TAFE 
learning environment appeared to be mixed, with the students educated to a 
tertiary level in Sudan in particular showing a similar focus to the students in the 
university group.  
 
CONCLUSION 
Interdependent self construal was taken to be a salient aspect of the South 
Sudanese students’ identity-in-practice due to the students’ strong focus on 
relationships. The students’ degree of attachment to this aspect of their identity 
did not appear to vary. Rather than adopting more independent ways of thinking, 
it was the students’ negotiation of their sense of interdependence which appeared 
to be a major influence on their participation.  
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                                                    Chapter Eight
           Opportunities and Teacher-Student Agency
 
This chapter focuses on social influences on adult South Sudanese participation 
in Australian learning environments. The social source of influence of the 
systemic model of participation in cross-cultural learning environments is used to 
interpret and analyse the findings. The research questions specific to the chapter 
include: 
 
¾  How do teachers and students act on opportunities generated in the cross-
cultural learning environments to modify teaching and learning practices?  
¾  How do (un)modified teaching and learning practices influence the students’ 
participation in their learning environment? 
 
Opportunities for teacher and student agency to modify teaching and learning 
practices are conceptualised as a major influence on student participation, 
according to the model presented in Chapter Four. Opportunities are assumed to 
arise when teachers and/or students act on affordances. Affordances are viewed, 
according to Gibson’s (1977) definition, as intrinsic to an object, which is 
positively or negatively matched to an individual’s characteristics. In the case of 
this chapter the ‘object’ is the learning environment. Therefore, what the learning 
environments provide the students are conceptualised as affordances of the 
environments.  
   284
The chapter is structured according to categories of significant organisational 
affordances, or organisational aspects of the learning environments, generated 
from the data. Opportunities arising from these affordances are reported and 
analysed in terms of each learning environment. The affordances under 
discussion in each section are shown in Table 7 for ease of reference. The first  
 
Table 7: Organizational Affordances of the Three Learning Environments 
 
Affordances 
 
Women’s 
Community 
Group 
 
 
TAFE Group 
 
University Group 
 
Program of Study 
 
No fixed program 
 
Program with 
some flexibility 
 
 
Program with 
little flexibility 
 
Teaching 
Orientation 
 
Pastoral 
 
Technical with 
integrated pastoral 
care 
 
 
Technical with 
some integrated 
pastoral care 
 
Classroom 
Routines 
 
 
Not enforced 
 
Enforced 
 
Not enforced 
 
Class 
Composition 
 
South Sudanese 
student body – 
cross-cultural 
teaching 
 
 
Multicultural 
student body – 
cross-cultural 
teaching 
 
Multicultural 
student body – 
teaching mainly to 
dominant cultural 
group, but other 
groups recognised 
 
 
section of the chapter discusses opportunities arising from the affordances of both 
program of study and teacher orientation as these were found to be closely 
interrelated. The second section discusses opportunities arising from the 
affordance of classroom routines, and the third section discusses opportunities   285
arising from the affordance of class composition. The affordances for each 
learning environment are described in each section, but only briefly because 
greater detail on how each learning environment was organised is given in 
Chapter Two and Chapter Five. The final section synthesizes the findings and 
discusses the way in which findings were interpreted. 
 
PROGRAM OF STUDY AND TEACHER ORIENTATION 
In this first section, program of study and the pastoral or technical orientation of 
the teachers are examined as salient affordances of the learning environments, 
and this is followed by a discussion on related opportunities. Ways in which 
opportunities modified teaching and learning practices and the influence of these 
(un)modified teaching and learning practices on student participation are also 
addressed. 
 
Women’s Community Group 
The affordances of the women’s community group in relation to program of 
study and teaching orientation included no fixed program of study and a pastoral 
orientation to teaching. Minzey and Le Tarte (1979, p.15) claim that “the ultimate 
goal of Community Education is to develop a process by which members of a 
community learn to work together to identify problems and to seek out solutions 
to these problems”. The process in this instance was, on the whole, determined by 
the Australian members of an Anglican community who considered themselves 
to be responding to the needs of other, more recent, South Sudanese members of 
their community. Therefore, although it could be said that members of the 
community were working together on the identification and solution of problems,   286
it was the Australian members who were in a position to offer their assistance to 
the South Sudanese members. 
 
The Australian volunteers’ focus appeared to be giving aid to those in need. A 
pastoral orientation to teaching, as defined by Levine (1986), is an orientation 
which allows the teacher to prioritise the help they give the students. For teachers 
with this orientation, teaching literacy may be replaced by conducting sessions 
about social issues or personal problems, or any other perceived need. Even 
though teaching-learning English was the main reason cited by both volunteers 
and students for attending the group, the volunteers not only concentrated on 
developing the women’s English skills, but assisted the women in the 
management of their finances, in health issues, such as teaching how to care for 
teeth, and in how to cook Australian food. Finally, volunteers in faith-based 
organisations frequently have “vision and compassion” but may not have the 
requisite training (Cnaan et al., 2005, p.381), and this was found to be the case in 
the women’s community group. The volunteers were not trained literacy or 
English teachers, and their pastoral orientation and lack of fixed program may 
have been a reflection of their lack of training in the specific area of teaching 
language. 
 
Opportunities to Modify Teaching and Learning Practices 
These affordances of the learning environment were found to provide the 
students with the opportunity to modify teaching-learning practices. 
Opportunities are now explored as they applied to: class content, the learning   287
practice of copying in general classes, the teaching practice of using visual aids in 
general classes, and the accommodation of learning practices.  
 
First, the lack of fixed program and pastoral orientation were found to give the 
students the opportunity to indicate to the volunteers the content that they wanted 
to prioritise in the classes. It has been claimed that “adults learn effectively [in a 
community context] when they are actively involved in decisions about the 
management, content, style and delivery of their learning” (MCEETYA, 1993, 
p.8). However, in the case of these students, active involvement was only found 
to be displayed in relation to content. It gradually became apparent that three of 
the students wanted to obtain a driver’s license, and needed both the driving 
knowledge and the English to attain this goal. The strategy the students used to 
communicate their desire for assistance in this area was to bring their driving 
books to class and to show them to the volunteers, who then began to use the 
books as teaching tools. This non-confrontational illustration of student agency 
was in keeping with the finding that students expected to defer to the teacher, as 
discussed in Chapter Six. This was the only case where the students were 
observed to take an active role in choosing the content to be studied. 
 
The three students in the ‘driving group’ were observed to co-regulate the lessons 
actively by telling the volunteers what they did not understand, and asking the 
volunteers for explanations and clarification. The outside assessment for the 
acquisition of a learner driver’s permit gave very specific parameters for learning, 
and every week these students brought the relevant driver’s manual and indicated 
what they wanted to revise in class. These students also demonstrated that they   288
had been doing revision at home through their marked improvement between 
classes. However, this form of participation contrasted with participation in the 
more general content areas chosen for the students by the volunteers. 
 
In the more general content areas, the lack of a fixed program of study and 
pastoral orientation of the volunteers appeared to give students the opportunity to 
concentrate on copying, even when they showed little understanding of the 
copied words and phrases. When presented with the opportunity to participate in 
cooking, dental care, financial management, and ‘English for driving purposes’ 
sessions, as well as in general English activities, most students were observed to 
copy everything that the volunteers wrote down, and also copy from written 
activities prepared for them by the volunteers.  
 
Lacking the teaching and learning objectives of a fixed program of study, 
volunteers may not have had a concrete reason to attempt to regulate the 
students’ behaviour. Some attempt at consistency in lesson plans was observed: 
Themes, such as dental health, were often pursued over two or three weeks. 
However, lessons usually did not show incremental development towards pre-
defined literacy goals. As a result of the pastoral orientation of the learning 
environment, volunteers with a background in teaching literacy were not found to 
be especially sought. It has been documented that students with little or no 
literacy skills in their first language are motivated to acquire these literacy skills 
in English (Burns, 2001), and students’ past experiences of schooling, as 
discussed in Chapter Six, appeared to have facilitated the learning practice of 
copying. However, especially in Islamic schooling, copying and memorisation   289
follow a strict format (Gade, 2004), and this was not reflected in the learning 
environment of the women’s community group.  
 
Next, in general classes, the students’ opportunity to copy without seeking 
understanding in written activities was not observed to change the volunteers’ 
assumptions of what the students could understand. Belenky et al. (cited in 
Maciuika, 1994, p.255), when giving five female epistemological perspectives of 
learning, posited “received knowledge, in which women construct themselves as 
able to receive knowledge from external authorities, but [are] incapable of 
creating knowledge”. This epistemological perspective on learning was 
applicable to the students in the women’s community group during the general 
English classes in that they did not appear to be negotiating the knowledge they 
were receiving. This lack of knowledge negotiation may have been linked to 
Levine’s (1986) finding that literacy students frequently display a deferential 
attitude. The learning practice of copying without seeking understanding seemed 
to allow the volunteers to continue with the assumption that students understood 
more than they did.  
 
A lack of change in learning practices was also observed in the use of visual aids. 
Again, this could have been a result of volunteers’ assumptions of students’ 
understanding, and linked to a pastoral orientation in that the volunteers were not 
experienced literacy teachers. If visual aids were attached to very low literacy 
materials, such as parts of the body or numbers, the volunteers usually went over 
meanings with gestures - pointing to the relevant parts of the body or grouping 
items to count. However, if the visual aids were more complex and gesturing to   290
show meaning or connections to text were correspondingly more difficult, 
volunteers frequently concentrated on the mechanics of the exercises, giving the 
answer if the students did not respond and allowing the women to copy the 
information into their exercise books or repeat orally. For example, in one class, a 
volunteer worked on a literacy activity with a student in which the student was 
required to say whether sentences were true or false based on a drawing. The 
volunteer answered for the student who then repeated the answers. At the end of 
the exercise, the student was still repeating after the volunteer rather than using 
the visual aids. 
 
The lack of concrete learning objectives in the women’s community group, 
except in the case of the official driving test for a learner’s permit, may have 
encouraged the teachers’ assumptions with respect to copying and the use of 
visual aids. As a result of the lack of a fixed program of study, the volunteers 
were not required to conduct formal assessment and there was, therefore, less 
incentive for both the students and the volunteers to deconstruct teachers’ 
assumptions on what the students were able to understand, and also for the 
teachers to ‘push’ for change. For example, when there was an outside incentive 
to pass a test, such as the learner driver’s test, students were found to indicate to 
the teacher what they did not understand, but otherwise students were found to 
retain more passive learning practices. The chief volunteer who took 
responsibility for preparing all the learning activities demonstrated a reluctance to 
regulate learning practices in interview, perhaps as a result of this lack of 
concrete objective for the change: 
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I think [the students] believe it’s good to write everything down [...] I 
think it’s better for them to sort of talk [...] but that’s OK, I find that with 
my Afghani friend too, she believes that spelling and writing and 
everything is the way to go. (Jean) 
 
Again, although this quote indicates that teaching practices were being modified 
in terms of prioritising writing over speaking, students’ learning practices with 
respect to copying were not observed to be changing. 
 
In sum, the lack of a fixed program of study and pastoral teaching orientation 
appeared to give students the opportunity to modify learning practices and co-
regulate teaching practices while studying in a motivational content area. 
Students who were learning the English they needed for driving actively 
participated by demonstrating their lack of understanding to volunteers who then 
explained. This learning practice was found to be effective for at least one of the 
three students: She was able to pass her Learner Driver test. However, learning 
practices regarding copying and the use of visual aids in content areas not 
actively chosen by the students were observed to remain the same, and a more 
passive type of participation in learning was observed. Whether or not this 
passive form of participation was effective for learning was not assessed given 
the group’s lack of fixed program of study. 
 
TAFE Group 
As would be expected in a more formal learning environment, the TAFE group 
had a fixed program of study, but there was flexibility within the program. The 
teachers were following the TAFE competency-based system in which learners 
were given many opportunities both to pass assessments and access learning.   292
This allowed the students to take the time that they needed to attain 
competencies. In addition, in a competency-based framework, although outcomes 
are “carefully pre-determined and specified”, the pathways to these outcomes are 
flexible (Harris et al., 1995, p.30), giving teachers some agency in terms of the 
content of their lesson plans. 
 
In keeping with this competency-based system, the teachers at TAFE were found 
to have a technical orientation to teaching. According to Levine (1986) teachers 
who focus on teaching students a specific skill have this orientation, and the 
teachers at TAFE were observed to be preparing lessons tailored to specific 
literacy and spoken English assessments. All the classes observed were very 
clearly language classrooms in that any other issues that the students might have 
had in such areas as health and finance were not addressed in class. However, the 
daily three or four hour classes resulted in intensive teacher-student interaction 
which appeared to naturally facilitate teacher-student rapport and a degree of 
integrated pastoral care even though this pastoral care was not a prescribed role 
of the teachers. For the purposes of this research, integrated pastoral care refers to 
the personal involvement of the teachers with their students as opposed to the 
‘outsourcing’ of pastoral care in which there are people specialised in offering 
personal support. There was a counsellor at TAFE offering the students pastoral 
care but, as a result of their relationship with their teachers, the students often 
appeared to speak about personal issues to the teachers first. This last point was 
reported to the researcher by two of the TAFE teachers, and also supported by the 
researcher’s experiences during her five years of teaching English as a Second 
Language (ESL) to migrants at TAFE.    293
However, the fact that there was a program of study for the TAFE group, despite 
its flexibility, did not allow for syllabus changes at short notice. Even though the 
study program included both spoken and written work, the main focus appeared 
to be on literacy. Finally, text-based learning was another pedagogical approach 
taken by TAFE in the area of teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) to 
migrants. In this approach social and cultural contexts are embedded in language 
teaching through the use of authentic or semi-authentic texts (Knight, 2001). This 
approach was found to be incorporated into the programs of study of the 
observed classes. The researcher also used this approach while teaching TAFE 
students. 
 
Opportunities to Modify Teaching and Learning Practices 
Teaching and learning practices appeared to be affected by opportunity to 
differing degrees. Degrees of opportunity are first discussed in terms of teachers 
personalising content for the students, assuming cultural knowledge, and using 
the flexibility within the fixed program of study. Student participation in literacy 
activities is then addressed as it relates to opportunity, and the students’ role in 
the modification of teaching-learning practices concludes the section. 
 
First, content was sometimes found to be more personalised for the Sudanese 
students as a result of their lack of participation. Content at a micro-level, or the 
thematic content used to teach English conversation, was observed to be very 
Anglocentric, and this appeared to be problematic for many of the South 
Sudanese students. For example, textbooks assumed that students would know 
that a man eating spaghetti was Italian for the sake of a role-playing exercise, or   294
that a woman in a leotard was doing aerobics.  One of the teachers interviewed at 
TAFE commented on this in interview: 
  
One big issue that I find [...] is [the South Sudanese students’] isolation 
from the rest of the world and so if you mention, you know, London, 
Paris, Rome, New York, they don’t necessarily know what you’re talking 
about [...] something came up yesterday [...] I had certain [...] activities 
that I set up [...] [for] the conversation people to do and the Sudanese [...] 
have difficulty with some of the topics because they don’t have the 
content background [...] so, you know, they couldn’t partake [in the 
activity] because of that. (Damien) 
 
In communicative language teaching, another underlying pedagogical approach 
of TAFE English classes for migrants, ‘real’ communication is promoted, usually 
through the teacher setting up situations which elicit discussion (Knight, 2001). 
In response to this issue, Damien reported that he had begun to set up situations 
where the South Sudanese students were talking about their own experiences. 
Damien mentioned in an informal exchange with the researcher that the modified 
teaching practice allowed the students to participate more actively in 
conversation classes
1. 
 
Nevertheless, the students’ opportunity to co-regulate teaching practices designed 
to socialise students into a new culture during the ‘core business’ of teaching to 
outcomes appeared more limited. It was possible for teachers to change content at 
the micro-level in ‘normal’ classes because competency-based learning allows a 
similar kind of teacher autonomy as far as planning the pathway to the desired 
outcome is concerned (see Harris et al., 1995). Nevertheless, cultural knowledge 
was observed to be assumed during assessment preparation, which may have 
                                                 
1 Other teachers also spoke of this issue in staffroom discussions. 
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resulted in students being unprepared for assessments. For example, a formal 
assessment examining the students’ ability to follow spoken instructions was 
observed to be carried out using a tape recorder, a machine with which many of 
the South Sudanese students were not familiar. Preparation for the assessment 
focused on spoken instructions rather than the testing instrument itself. Student 
participation in this assessment may have been compromised by a lack of cultural 
knowledge. 
 
The affordance of flexibility within the fixed program of study gave the teachers 
more opportunity to modify teaching practices, however. For example, while the 
researcher was teaching the pre-literacy class at TAFE for three weeks, she was 
able to influence students’ learning practices. During spelling exercises, students 
began to look for patterns in spelling rather than only concentrating on whole 
word recognition. The researcher developed a routine in the classroom whereby 
the students practised short vowel sounds alone and with consonants on either 
side - for example, ‘cat’ and ‘hit’
2. This exercise was conducted daily. After 
giving the students words to spell which they had previously seen, the students 
were then given new words following a similar pattern orally, and asked to spell 
them. For instance, they were given the words ‘cat’ and ‘bat’ and asked to spell 
‘mat’. As the students progressed, they gradually began to be able to spell words 
with different short vowel sounds, such as ‘hot’ and ‘big’. Student participation 
in the spelling exercises became more and more active over the course of the 
three weeks.  
                                                 
2 The students already had a working knowledge of single consonant sounds.   296
Furthermore, when social contexts appeared to be recognizable, the South 
Sudanese students in the TAFE classes were observed to participate actively in 
literacy activities, and the students’ focus on written material was observed to 
correspond with the existing practices of the teachers. For example, in the 
observed Certificate I classes and Certificate II classes, students usually received 
worksheets at the beginning of each new activity. In the observed preliteracy 
class, worksheets were given less frequently. However, the whiteboard and words 
mounted on laminated card were a commonly used medium for teaching. In both 
the Certificate II and preliteracy classes the students were invited to come and 
write on the whiteboard, and the teacher in the Certificate I class used the 
whiteboard frequently when going through material covered on the worksheets.  
  
However, the focus on literacy appeared to have a detrimental effect on 
preliteracy students’ participation in practising spoken language. For example, 
pre-literacy students appeared to rely on reading and writing when they were 
learning even though they were unable to understand the written material. In the 
pre-literacy class which the researcher taught, conversation and other oral 
communication activities without accompanying written materials were not 
observed to be as well-received by the students as activities which also used 
written material. For three weeks the researcher did oral activities with the 
students using visual aids on flashcards in order to increase their vocabulary. All 
of the students requested words for the visual aids, and insisted on copying these 
words into their notebooks. They were later unable to read the words. Therefore, 
students appeared to be participating in accordance with the study program’s   297
emphasis on literacy, whether or not this practice increased their understanding of 
specific content. 
 
In brief, in the TAFE group, the fixed program of study with flexible learning 
pathways and the technical teaching orientation coupled with integrated pastoral 
care, created varying degrees of opportunity for students to influence teaching 
and learning practices. The students were found to be able to co-regulate the 
content of conversation classes through their non-participation and, by so doing, 
participate more actively. However, the students were found to be less able to co-
regulate the content of other ‘core’ classes. Further, student participation in the 
area of literacy appeared to be congruent with existing teaching practices, and 
learning practices were observed to be encouraged by teachers. Finally, there was 
an opportunity, given the flexible learning pathways of TAFE’s competency-
based approach (Harris et al., 1995), for individual teachers, along with the 
students, to increase student participation through the facilitation of new learning 
practices, such as in the area of spelling pattern recognition. 
 
University Group 
The least flexible program of study across the three learning environments was 
observed in the university group. Although the university in question was set up 
to be flexible in areas such as entry and engagement in interdisciplinary study, 
the humanities units, once chosen, were found to have little internal flexibility - 
unlike the programs of study in the other two learning environments. The 
teachers appeared primarily to have a technical orientation to learning, similar to 
the teachers in the TAFE group, but were required to have knowledge of the   298
content under study rather than to be trained teachers. Further, the tutors had 
limited time to engage in integrated pastoral care. Self-directed learning appeared 
to be promoted through the limited amount of time the tutors were paid to interact 
with the students: There was usually one tutorial per week for the humanities 
units, and the tutors were paid for half an hour of weekly consultation time. The 
educational framework for the university group was, therefore, more in keeping 
with a pedagogy of self-regulated independent learning than the framework in the 
TAFE group, which had a competency-based approach. 
 
Despite the lack of integrated pastoral care, the students were found to have 
access to a degree of pastoral care within the university. There were departments 
responsible for supporting student learning, and especially catered to 
‘disadvantaged’ students, such as former refugees. The South Sudanese students 
in the university group had entered university through an intensive four-week 
program, and the staff involved in the program were available for ongoing 
support. The researcher was also able to offer integrated pastoral care through the 
English support unit on which she tutored. Therefore, although the students had 
limited opportunity to discuss units’ program of study directly with many tutors 
or unit coordinators, they did have another forum in which to air their views, and 
receive both academic and personal assistance.  
 
Opportunities to Modify Teaching and Learning Practices 
As a result of a more inflexible program of study and less integrated pastoral 
care, there appeared to be little opportunity for students to co-regulate teaching 
practices in mainstream classes. However, in units where pastoral care was more   299
integrated, there was evidence of modified teaching and learning practices
3. 
These sites of integrated pastoral care are the focus of this section, and 
opportunities to modify teaching and learning practices are discussed in terms of 
students’ access to specialised departments, the English support unit many of the 
university participants attended, and a humanities unit which offered specific 
support to South Sudanese students. 
 
First, the students were observed to access pastoral care from specialised 
departments. They also used this affordance of their learning environment to give 
feedback that some teaching practices were negatively influencing their 
participation. For example, in the focus group (which was co-organised by one of 
these departments) two students gave feedback on the type of content they 
wanted in their classes. They pointed out that there was little focus on form, or 
academic conventions in their units, and they believed that this was 
disadvantaging them since they did not have the cultural background necessary 
for ‘commonsense’ notions of how to write their assignments or give their oral 
presentations. This student feedback corresponds with research findings that non-
native students are aware of ‘secret rules’ of language (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig, 
2001; Yates, 2004). The students’ voiced desire for a focus on academic skills 
may have also been related to the skills focus of the intensive university four-
week entry course which the students were required to complete in order to 
access their university education. One student in particular expressed the wish to 
be tutored in the same intensive way that he had been tutored in that course. 
 
                                                 
3 Modified learning practices in mainstream units in the university group are discussed 
in terms of the class composition affordance in the third section of this chapter.   300
Next, if there was a focus on academic skills, students were observed to have 
more opportunity to change their learning practices. For example, in the English 
support unit, in response to the students’ feedback that they wanted a stronger 
focus on academic conventions, the researcher modified her tolerant approach to 
teaching plagiarism to English as a Second Language (ESL) learners. The 
modified approach used was to fail all of the students on their first reading log for 
plagiarism. Ways to avoid plagiarism had been explicitly taught in class and all 
the students had demonstrated a developing ability to quote, paraphrase and 
reference. The students complained that this was extremely unfair given that it 
was their first assessment and that it had not been their intention to ‘cheat’. 
However, the ‘zero tolerance’ teaching practice appeared to influence student 
participation in that students were not found to plagiarise again on their reading 
logs.  
 
Nevertheless, due to reasons such as lack of facility with English, teacher 
regulation of learning practices could also be a slow process. For example, 
marking the students down for substantially overstepping word and time limits 
was not found to be as successful as marking them down for plagiarism. Three 
students were very good at following word limit instructions, but the other five 
students in the English support unit were still not prioritising this instruction at 
the end of the thirteen weeks. Furthermore, all of the students had trouble with 
time constraints in speaking. There was noticeable improvement between the first 
and second oral presentation assessments in the support unit, but as one of the 
students commented in interview: 
   301
English is a second language, we have a long sentence because we don’t 
know many words, so [...] to make a sentence [...] short or to make 
something to be very concise and brief [...] you want to explain it too 
much and then it will consume time [...] the time was a problem for us. 
(Sam) 
 
In an informal exchange this student also referred to differences between English 
and Arabic, such as the greater importance of time and word constraints in 
English, which he found to be an obstacle to his university learning. It therefore 
seemed that the best way to assist the students in shaping their own learning 
practice of not following word or time constraints was to help them to develop 
sophistication in their English. As Brown, Miller and Mitchell (2006, p.153) 
point out, “The complexity of language acquisition […] can not be 
overemphasized”. 
 
Furthermore, in the humanities unit where there was a sympathetic unit 
coordinator, student agency also appeared to be able to co-regulate teaching 
practices, although the teaching practices were not necessarily found to then 
influence student participation. First, the coordinator of the humanities unit 
organised a special support tutorial for the South Sudanese students in response 
to these students’ perceived disadvantage and non-participation in class. The 
coordinator also modified her teaching practices to meet the perceived needs of 
her South Sudanese students. She framed the essay question in the supplementary 
examination – an examination which five out of the six South Sudanese students 
studying her unit were required to sit, having failed the main examination – in 
such a way that the question was clearer than she would usually make it. Her 
comment, used in the Chapter Six to demonstrate the degree of guidance the   302
students had required from their teachers, is also illustrative of the modification 
of her teaching practices: 
  
There was so much scaffolding in that question […] Really, if you 
followed  the instructions [...] you could hardly fail [...] I mean I made the 
sup [...] as easy as I could, and yet they got 25%, 30%
4. (Anne) 
 
This quote indicates that regulation of teaching practices was not always 
successful. It also appears to suggest the students did not understand how an 
examiner may scaffold a question in order to assist them in answering it, and this 
relates to the students’ expressed desire for more explicit tuition in academic 
conventions. 
 
Another way in which Anne, more successfully, modified her teaching practices 
was to give instructions regarding the supplementary examination face-to-face 
after sending formal written instructions via letter and email. She demonstrated in 
interview that this deviated from her normal teaching practice by speaking of her 
frustration: 
  
I [felt] frustration when [...] [the South Sudanese students] were informed 
of the sup [...] I had three or four emails, ‘What is this about? Can you 
explain?’ [...] It was either anxiety, wanting the human explanation [...] 
but they got a letter, I also sent them an email, but a more formal sort of 
structured email, I then had to do yet another more informal explanation 
in an email, and then a couple of them came to see me wanting to know 
exactly what this meant. (Anne) 
 
This modified teaching practice was found to influence student participation in 
that it ensured their attendance at the supplementary exam. However, students’ 
                                                 
4 Paul, one of the students who sat for the supplementary examination, failed because he 
had been given the wrong examination, and then passed on appeal, but the other four 
students failed.   303
learning practice of relying on personal interaction for instructions appeared to 
remain unchanged. 
 
Therefore, in the university group, in the instances where integrated pastoral care 
occurred, teaching practices, such as focusing on academic conventions with 
which the students had particular trouble, giving students personalised 
instructions, and scaffolding, were found to be modified. In the first two cases, 
teacher agency was found to positively influence students’ participation. 
However, scaffolding exam questions was not found to be successful, and 
students’ participation in this case did not appear to change.  
 
CLASSROOM ROUTINES 
The classroom routines in the learning environment were found to have a 
significant influence on student participation and, through opportunity, the 
modification of teaching and learning practices. As in the previous section, each 
of the three learning environments are discussed in turn and main comparisons 
between contexts are highlighted at the end of the chapter. For each of the three 
learning environments affordances are discussed first, followed by related 
opportunities to modify teaching and learning practices. The influence of 
(un)modified teaching and learning practices on student participation is examined 
along with opportunities because they are interrelated.  
   304
Women’s Community Group 
The women’s community group appeared to be set up as a non-formal learning 
environment, and classroom routines were not found to be strictly enforced. For 
the purposes of this research non-formal education refers to “[t]he learning and 
educational opportunities available to adults outside the formal system in 
agencies and contexts with primary objectives to which education and training 
are subordinate” (OECD as cited in Percy, 1990, p.296). The primary objective of 
the women’s community group appeared to be pastoral care, and education and 
training were subordinate to this objective. This was reflected in the pastoral 
rather than technical orientation of the volunteers. Those of the women’s needs 
perceived by the volunteers to be the most pressing appeared to take priority.  
 
Opportunities to Modify Teaching and Learning Practices 
The lack of formality of the learning environment and the consequent lack of 
enforcement of classroom routines afforded the students the opportunity to be 
flexible with attendance, punctuality, childcare, and degree of concentration 
applied to classroom activities. This may also have been attributable to external 
pressures on time. 
 
First, because traditional education in many different African cultures is thought 
to occur in a real life context (Reagan, 2000), students may have been relating the 
non-formal environment more with a traditional than a formal learning 
environment, and classroom routines may have been less of a priority in this case. 
Two of the students attended regularly and were always punctual, but the 
majority of the women were found to be very irregular in their attendance. With   305
respect to punctuality, most women arrived in the first half hour of class although 
it was also common for students to arrive an hour late and, on one occasion, three 
students arrived ten minutes before the class ended. Many students also brought 
their children to class - the older children played outside, but the younger ones 
were often nursed by their mothers during class. One of the volunteers 
commented on this in interview in a quote also used to illustrate the students’ 
perceived dedication to learning in the Chapter Six: 
 
I’ve been particularly [...] impressed by [...] the women who come in with 
their little babies and you know they’ll be like breastfeeding while they’re 
learning English and just their dedication to that. (Sandra) 
 
The volunteer’s comment indicated recognition of the external pressures on the 
students’ time. Coming to class appeared to conflict with family responsibilities 
in particular, as discussed in the previous chapter. However, lack of enforcement 
of some classroom routines once the women were in class often appeared to 
interfere with students’ learning. For example, if students lost concentration with 
a task, they sometimes wandered to another table or outside. They also answered 
their mobile phones during class, often without moving away from the volunteer 
and other students.  
 
On the other hand, students who were motivated towards attaining a specific goal 
were found to act in accordance with classroom routines. Three students in 
particular were observed to be highly motivated to learn how to drive, as 
mentioned in the first section of this chapter. Once the volunteers began to teach 
these students the English they needed for driving, the students attended regularly 
and punctually, and concentration during the classes was found to be much   306
higher than it had been previously. Therefore, it is likely that student agency in 
terms of adherence to classroom routines helped to co-regulate teaching practices 
related to program of study.  
 
Next, the inconsistency of students’ participation in classroom routines was also 
found to co-regulate teaching practices linked to the first affordance of pastoral 
teaching orientation, and also linked to the volunteers’ lack of accountability. The 
volunteers were observed to absorb the majority of the students’ irregular 
attendance and lack of punctuality into their teaching routine even though it did 
not affect their own practice of attending regularly and arriving on time. The 
volunteers were observed to give the students half an hour to arrive before they 
began teaching, and the flexibility of the weekly program indicated that students’ 
regular attendance was not assumed by the volunteers. One volunteer indicated in 
interview that irregular attendance and lack of punctuality were points of 
difficulty: 
  
[What’s difficult about teaching the women?] Lack of consistency 
probably. (Sandra) 
 
The students would perhaps have learned more given more strictly enforced 
classroom routines. 
 
However, the modified teaching practice of allowing half an hour before 
beginning the lesson did appear to encourage student participation in that 
students continued to attend. It is likely that, due to the voluntary nature of the 
learning, the learning had to appear convenient for the students (Percy, 1990). 
Hanson (1996) also points out that adults are willing to accept the power   307
imbalance of a learning situation, but their power lies in their decision about 
whether or not they will stay; the teacher must earn the right to be in a position of 
authority (see also Sork and Newman, 2004). The volunteers seemed to be 
earning this right through providing the students with a significant degree of 
flexibility - not only in terms of attendance, punctuality, and childcare, but also in 
terms of how much attention they expected from the students during class 
activities. 
 
In brief, opportunity appeared to affect student agency in relation to classroom 
routines when students seemed to be highly motivated to learn for a specific 
purpose, such as driving. The modification of learning practices for the ‘driving’ 
group appeared to be student rather than teacher-driven. Learning practices, in 
this case, were found to become more ‘formal’ in that these students began 
attending regularly, were punctual, and were not distracted during class. Apart 
from this ‘driving’ group, however, it appeared that teaching practices were being 
modified to accommodate students’ external commitments. This could be seen as 
positively influencing the students’ participation in that most of the students were 
still attending the class.  
 
TAFE Group 
TAFE was found to be a formal learning environment, defined by the OECD (as 
cited in Percy, 1990, p.296) as “[w]hat is provided by the education and training 
system set up or sponsored by the state for the specific purpose of educating and 
training adults”. Classroom routines were observed to be more strictly enforced 
than in the women’s community group. The formality of the learning   308
environment was further highlighted by its connection to a Government welfare 
agency. Students were required to attend the TAFE course as a prerequisite for 
obtaining welfare because the course was seen as giving them the necessary 
English language skills to assist them in finding work. Therefore, not only was 
the formal learning environment sponsored by the Government, the students were 
also ‘sponsored’ to attend. 
 
Opportunities to Modify Teaching and Learning Practices 
Students appeared to have less opportunity to co-regulate teaching practices with 
respect to classroom routines than in the women’s community group. Student 
agency in terms of adhering to classroom routines seemed to be dependent on the 
formality of the learning environment. 
 
First, students were observed to be good ‘attenders’, relatively punctual – within 
fifteen minutes of the beginning of class. They were also not observed to bring 
their children to class. If students did not attend a certain number of days or were 
consistently late, they were unable to continue accessing classes. Also, because 
there was no insurance for children on the TAFE campus, children were not 
allowed on the premises, and this was observed to be strictly enforced.  
 
However, there was found to be some flexibility regarding punctuality and 
attendance. Perhaps as a result of integrated pastoral care, teachers showed 
awareness of their students’ responsibilities outside TAFE, and also cultural 
differences in the priority placed on punctuality - a concept the teachers referred 
to as ‘African time’. In addition, excuses for non-attendance were observed to be   309
accepted. This teaching practice of being lenient on non-attendance appeared to 
be appreciated but not abused by the students participating in this study. Nigel, in 
particular was happy with this lenience even though he was in attendance on all 
three occasions his class was observed: 
  
When you have a problem, it’s just a matter of calling the teacher, say 
‘I’m not coming because of ABC [...]’ There’s no restriction, everything 
is superb. (Daniel interpreting for Nigel) 
 
 
Finally, a greater adherence to classroom routines appeared to positively 
influence students’ participation. Students were observed to concentrate on 
learning activities to the same degree as the three students in the women’s 
community group concentrated on learning the English necessary to pass the 
driving test, but in general English classes. In the TAFE group, all of the South 
Sudanese students in the three different class levels observed were found to be 
consistently on task, as were the preliteracy students taught by the researcher for 
three weeks. None of the South Sudanese students were observed to answer their 
mobile phones in class. In addition, the one student who was observed both in a 
TAFE class and also in the women’s community group was found to participate 
more actively in the TAFE class both in her interaction with the teacher and with 
the other students. It appeared that the enforcement of classroom routines, in 
conjunction with integrated pastoral care, was conducive to student participation 
in the classroom. 
 
In sum, it appeared that learning practices which facilitated attendance, 
punctuality, and attentiveness in class had been developed due to limited   310
opportunities for students to co-regulate teaching practices in the TAFE learning 
environment. Although attendance and punctuality were not observed to be 
perfect, they were found to be significantly more consistent than attendance and 
punctuality in the women’s community group. This was further observed in the 
preliteracy class which the researcher taught for three weeks, and also during her 
teaching experience at TAFE. Nevertheless, apparently as a result of integrated 
pastoral care, a little flexibility in terms of attendance and punctuality was 
observed to be permitted by the teachers. 
 
University Group 
The university afforded a formal learning environment, again as defined by the 
OECD: that which “is provided by the education or training system set up or 
sponsored by the state for the specific purpose of educating or training adults” (as 
cited in Percy, 1990, p.296). However, classroom routines were not found to be 
as strictly enforced as at TAFE. Unlike students in the TAFE group, the students 
were not paid by the government to attend, and instead had to pay sizeable fees. 
Attendance appeared to be important at university - in humanities subjects 10%-
15% of the overall grade was allotted for participation in tutorials. However, it 
was possible to pass these units without a grade for participation. 
 
Opportunities to Modify Teaching and Learning Practices 
Students generally appeared to have limited opportunity to co-regulate teaching 
practices in the formal learning environment of the university. However, the 
students’ participation was found to vary according to whether the learning 
context was a lecture or tutorial. This section takes tutorials as its main focus   311
because the teachers interviewed in the university group chose to speak of 
tutorials when discussing classroom routines. The influence of students’ non-
adherence to classroom routines on teaching practices, and teachers’ 
demonstration of annoyance as an apparent way to influence students’ behaviour 
are also addressed in this section. 
 
First, it appeared that students were not perceived by some of their teachers to 
have participated as ‘seriously’ in tutorials as they did in lectures. Punctuality and 
attendance at lectures were not raised as an issue by the four teachers 
interviewed, two of whom were unit coordinators and gave the lectures. 
However, both were discussed in terms of the tutorials. For example, Marilyn, 
one of the unit coordinators who also tutored in the English support unit 
commented in interview: 
 
They were late to class, sometimes half an hour late to the tutorial, and 
when you let them go for a break [...], you know, they’d be there for 20 
minutes. (Marilyn)  
 
Libby, another tutor, also made a similar comment about punctuality: 
  
I suppose you could call it arrogance or disrespect, I don’t know which it 
is, but this whole business of punctuality, of thinking that [...] what the 
others have to do wasn’t what they had to. (Libby) 
 
These comments appear to indicate that, although the learning environment 
allowed variable attendance and punctuality, students were supposed to act like 
‘adults’, as discussed in Chapter Six, and not take advantage of this affordance. 
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Students may have been disregarding classroom routines due to the discussion-
based learning approach used in the humanities tutorials. As Cowie and Rudduck 
(1990, p.804) point out, “[t]he problems [associated with discussion-based 
learning] for pupils or students and for teachers or tutors, are largely the result of 
the intensity of their socialization into patterns of behaviour and perceptions of 
roles that support didactic teaching”. Lectures seemed to more clearly fit the 
mould of didactic teaching, and may have therefore been seen by the students as 
elements of a more formal learning environment, and the sites of more consistent 
attendance and punctuality. 
 
The relaxed learning practices associated with students’ less ‘serious’ approach to 
discussion-based learning were further noted through the extra tutorials set up for 
South Sudanese students who were struggling with their units. The researcher and 
another tutor hired for the job had to ‘round up’ students before many of the 
tutorials because the students attended inconsistently and could be up to fifty-five 
minutes late for an hour tutorial. Perhaps, in this case, teachers taking 
responsibility for the students’ learning did not leave sufficient space for students 
to take responsibility for their own learning. However, students may have 
perceived the extra tutorials as irrelevant because they were not going to be 
‘taught’.  
 
On the whole, the opportunity for the students not to adhere to classroom routines 
did not appear to facilitate change in teaching-learning practices in the university 
group. However, in the tutorials for the English support unit, in which eight of 
the ten students were South Sudanese and the other two students also African, the   313
students’ more relaxed attitude in the discussion-based learning environment did 
appear to change the degree of formality of the tutorials. This seemed to occur 
against the wishes of the main tutor.  
 
The unit coordinator and main tutor for the English support unit demonstrated her 
normal teaching practice of treating both tutorials and lectures as similar formal 
learning environments through her frustration at the students’ behaviour in 
tutorials: 
  
[…] Stretching out like you would stretch out on the lounge at home 
watching television when you’re supposed to be learning really just 
bugged me. (Marilyn) 
 
 
This quote can be related to the discussion in Chapter Six on students’ perceived 
lack of deference. Nevertheless, the students’ relaxed attitude, which included 
inconsistent punctuality and the presence of mobile phones, only appeared to 
annoy the unit coordinator rather than change her teaching practices. This could 
also be said for another tutor in terms of punctuality and degree of student 
application in class. When this tutor was speaking of getting the students to write 
in tutorials, she made this comment: 
 
  I would say to [the South Sudanese students] ‘I don’t see you writing, 
everybody else is writing, have you finished?’ ‘No I haven’t got any 
paper’, ‘fine [Does a tearing motion with her hands] have some paper’, 
whatever, so yeah, I get them writing. (Libby) 
 
In other words, it appeared that both educators employed already existing 
teaching practices reserved for recalcitrant students. 
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Therefore, it seemed that individual teacher agency in terms of enforcing 
classroom routines by becoming visibly annoyed with the students or exerting 
more pressure on the students did not significantly regulate learning practices. 
This may have been a result of the students’ past experiences in a formal learning 
environment. Given the students’ inferred cultural schema of obedience to 
teachers discussed in Chapter Six, discipline may have been the issue. The 
teacher’s annoyance may have been a confusing strategy for the students: The 
students were likely to have been expecting stricter measures if classroom 
discipline had become a problem. Berliner’s (2005) discussion on education in 
Russia and India raises this point. 
 
This appeared to be a possibility since, during the course of the semester, 
students’ punctuality and mobile phone use in class in particular were not 
observed to change. The two educators’ comments in interview, as quoted earlier, 
indicated that attendance, relaxed postures, and lack of concentration in tutorials 
also remained unchanged. The other two university educators concentrated more 
on academic issues in interview, rather than behavioural issues and, as a result, 
the data for this section is mainly drawn from the interview with Marilyn and 
Libby.  
 
In conclusion, the university afforded a more formal learning environment than 
the women’s community group but student participation suggested that aspects of 
university, such as tutorials, were perceived as less ‘serious’. Students’ 
participation in terms of attendance, punctuality, learning posture and 
concentration in class may have all reflected the importance they attached to the   315
learning environment, and some teachers’ unchanged teaching practices did not 
appear to significantly influence forms of participation.  
 
CLASS COMPOSITION 
The affordance of class composition was found to create different opportunities 
for the three groups of participants. The women’s community group consisted of 
South Sudanese students, the TAFE group studied in a multicultural 
environment, and the university group were part of an Australian university 
environment. Similarly to the previous affordances, teaching and learning 
practices were modified to varying degrees depending on the related 
opportunities. The section follows the same format as the previous two sections 
in that the women’s community group is discussed first, followed by the TAFE 
group. The university group is discussed last. 
 
Women’s Community Group 
In the women’s community group South Sudanese Bari and Nuba women 
comprised the entire student population. The group meetings appeared to be 
treated as social events, and students were observed to socialise as much as they 
studied. One of the functions of non-formal learning environments may be social 
(Percy, 1990), and this socialising is likely to occur more smoothly when 
students speak the same language fluently. All of the students were also involved 
with the same Church group, and were found to socialise with each other outside 
class. The chief volunteer was also involved with many of the women outside 
class, and the other volunteers were recruited by the chief volunteer. 
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Opportunities to Modify Teaching and Learning Practices 
Perhaps the most significant opportunity related to the affordance of students 
sharing the same cultural background was found to be the opportunity for the 
students to speak in their mother tongue or Arabic. Discourse is thought to be 
navigated as much for social as for learning purposes in a classroom (Breen, 
2001), so it then follows that motivation to navigate English discourse may be 
linked to meaningful opportunity. As Hickey and Granade (2000, p.242) point 
out, “both the knowledge and the value associated with that knowledge reside in 
the context of their use”. Students were observed to only rarely attempt to speak 
English in class perhaps because students were able to socialise with each other 
in their mother tongue or Arabic.  
 
First, even though speaking was often connected to written activities in the 
women’s community group, and the written activities provided an opportunity for 
the students to practise their spoken English, student participation was still 
observed to be influenced by the fact that students shared languages in which 
they were fluent. Students were observed to discuss English concepts and explain 
to each other how to do activities in their mother tongue or in Arabic, and 
volunteers appeared to have to go to some effort to solicit English before it was 
spoken. The reluctance to practise speaking English did not seem to be directly 
related to the students’ motivation to learn English, however. Students were 
found to be very active in attempting to make sense of activities, and had heated 
discussions about English in their own language which continued after class in   317
the car park. This appeared to highlight the importance the students placed on 
learning English
5. 
 
The students’ apparent reluctance to practise spoken English seemed to co-
regulate teaching practices. Speaking English was one of the principal objectives 
of the community group’s formation. The chief volunteer and another volunteer 
both cited this objective: 
 
I heard about [the women’s community group] through a community 
workshop that was looking at the needs of the Sudanese community, and 
one of the needs was that the women needed more practice in speaking 
English. (Jean) 
 
We just asked, you know, do you know of any classes or any way we 
could help people learn how to speak English. (Sandra) 
 
However, when the volunteers attempted to practise spoken English with the 
students, they were often observed to be met with resistance. On more than one 
occasion, Mandy and Barbara, two more of the volunteers, suggested that the 
students practise their English rather than speak to each other in Arabic, Nuba or 
Bari. On these occasions the students continued speaking in their chosen 
language. 
 
                                                 
5 See the examination of deference in Chapter Six for a discussion on the importance 
attributed to education. The students’ reluctance to speak English is also discussed in the 
previous chapter. Furthermore, the use of the mother tongue in an English as a Second or 
Foreign Language (ESL/EFL) classroom is not necessarily considered to be detrimental 
to learning. For example, although overdependence on the first language may not 
facilitate practice in the target language (Skehan, 1998), use of the first language 
may provide the necessary scaffolding for the acquisition of language (Anton and 
DiCamilla, 1998; Swain and Lapkin, 2000), and also be linked to the learner’s identity 
(Lin, 2000). The focus in this chapter is not on the validity of particular approaches, but 
rather on teacher and student agency and the subsequent modification of practices. 
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Therefore, it appeared that the students were directing the volunteers away from 
their primary aim of developing the students’ English conversational skills 
through their avoidance of spoken English. The volunteers’ attempts at 
conversing with the students using the kind of ‘real’ communication often used in 
a Communicative Language Teaching approach (e.g., Knight, 2001; Richards and 
Rogers, 1986), such as asking questions about daily life, did not appear to be 
highly successful. These attempts were also observed to become less frequent 
during the course of the observation period. The students’ lack of engagement 
with teachers’ attempts to facilitate English conversation was especially clear in 
the case of Fran and Lisa because these two students attended classes 
consistently. Fran and Lisa were observed to answer questions extremely briefly 
in a manner which did not demonstrate their conversational ability. Their 
conversational English level was better demonstrated when they were raising 
issues with the researcher after class: childcare difficulties in the case of Fran, 
and passing the driving test in Lisa’s case.  
 
The volunteers were then observed to regulate their teaching practices such that 
there was a greater focus on reading and writing activities, and English 
conversation appeared to become less of a priority. Jean explained the adjustment 
of teaching practices in light of the students’ decision not to practise their English 
in interview: 
 
I think too letting them talk Arabic and support each other because you’ve 
got very mixed groups. Some speak English quite well and others like 
three we had at that table today were very new and so they’re not going to 
learn anything if it’s all English. (Jean) 
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It was also clear from observation that the volunteers used literacy levels rather 
than conversational ability to sort the students into groups. Two of the women, 
Judith and Sally, were notably better at conversation than the other women who 
regularly attended, but they were always placed in different groups because 
Judith’s literacy level was much lower than Sally’s. Furthermore, Fiona, the only 
woman in the community group who had been university educated (in Arabic), 
and who was learning to read and write in English faster than the other women, 
was often put with Sally even though her conversational ability was at a much 
lower level.  
 
Even though the volunteers were observed to increasingly prioritise reading and 
writing activities, four students stressed in interview that conversation was indeed 
a priority for them. Lisa and Sally both chose having conversations in English as 
one of their favourite classroom activities. Furthermore, Judith reported that she 
wanted conversation when she was asked what she expected from the teacher 
and, when asked whether she had a reason for learning English, Joan replied: 
  
Talking, talking. (Joan)  
 
 
Therefore, it seemed that students’ actual rather than desired learning practices 
were co-regulating the volunteers’ teaching practices with regards to English 
conversation. Judith and Joan were the most conspicuous examples of this. As 
mentioned above, both women cited conversation as the reason why they came to 
the community group. However, Judith appeared to be very focused on reading 
and spelling during class, even when she was given the choice of conversation,   320
and Joan was observed to speak in Bari and Arabic during class. The researcher 
had one conversation in English with Joan over the nine months of observation, 
in which Joan asked the researcher questions and told her about her background. 
This demonstrated that her English was at a level where she was able to 
communicate. This appeared to indicate that Joan was choosing not to speak in 
English. Judith spoke more often to the researcher in English, but if the other 
women were engaged in written activities, she asked to do the same activities 
despite this not being her cited reason for coming to class. This apparent 
reticence to engage in desired learning practices may have been related to the 
expectation, discussed in Chapter Six, that teachers would draw these learning 
practices out through firm monitoring and guidance. 
 
In sum, the shared background of the students was found to give them the 
opportunity to speak in their mother tongue and Arabic. Student agency in terms 
of language spoken in class was found to facilitate changes in teaching practices. 
In other words, volunteers were observed to gradually engage in less and less in-
class conversation practice with the students. Learning practices were observed to 
remain unchanged even though students spoke of their desire to learn 
conversational English in interview.  
 
TAFE Group 
Unlike the women’s community group, many of the students in the TAFE group 
were learning in a multicultural environment. In other words, students from 
different countries and regions in the world were together in the same classes, 
learning spoken English and English literacy. The multicultural nature of the   321
classroom was found to facilitate the “current dominant methodology” of 
communicative language teaching (Knight, 2001, p.155) employed in the TAFE 
English as a Second Language (ESL) classrooms. Three fundamental aspects of 
communicative language teaching are thought to be: “Activities that promote real 
communication promote learning [...], [a]ctivities in which language is used for 
carrying out meaningful tasks promote learning [...], [and] [l]anguage that is 
meaningful to the learner supports the learning process” (Richards and Rogers, 
1986, p.72). If students are only able to speak to each other in English, it follows 
that it is easier for teachers to engage in this kind of communicative language 
teaching.  
 
Opportunities to Modify Teaching and Learning Practices 
The multicultural learning environment was found to provide opportunities to 
practise conversational English in order to socialise with the other students in the 
class, discuss language items, and to assist or be assisted by other students in 
following instructions. Students in the multicultural classes were not observed to 
speak in a language other than English. This may have been linked to the fact that 
TAFE was a more formal learning environment. However, in the observed class 
in the TAFE group where there was a majority of South Sudanese students, the 
students were found to speak to each other in their own language or in Arabic, 
similarly to their women’s community group counterparts. Arabic was the main 
language spoken in this particular class as the only two students in the class who 
were not South Sudanese were Ethiopian and Iraqi, and could both understand 
Arabic.  
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First, in the cases where the learning environment was multicultural, the South 
Sudanese students appeared to have less opportunity to influence existing 
teaching practices since the teachers were catering to more than one cultural 
group. Further, the students appeared to have greater opportunity to change their 
own learning practices in the area of English conversation. The first finding may 
have also been linked to technical teaching orientation in that teachers were more 
focused on teaching language skills, and had also been trained to teach English 
conversation. In each of the observed mixed nationality classes the three teachers 
were not found to have to regulate the practice of conversational English actively 
because the students were forced to interact in English. Two students seemed 
happy with this arrangement: both Clive and Geoff in interview chose having 
conversations in English as what they particularly liked, for example. In addition, 
both of these students were always observed to interact with other students and 
the teacher in English in class and, although they sat together, were not observed 
to speak to each other in their own language. 
 
All of the South Sudanese students were observed to practise their English in the 
multicultural classes. In each of the observed classes the three teachers spent a lot 
of class time conversing with the students as a group. Students were usually 
observed to be responsive to questions and very eager to call out answers – if the 
teacher chose one student to answer a question others would often call out
6. In 
the preliteracy class taught by the researcher where almost all of the students 
were South Sudanese, the students were responsive: They were observed to try 
                                                 
6 This discussion also relates to the students’ inferred cultural schema of competitive 
selection discussed in the Chapter Six. 
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hard to understand instructions, and quickly correct each other if someone had 
not understood. However, although the students were often found to make an 
effort to answer a question directed specifically at them, they were infrequently 
observed to call out in English. It may have been the learning practices of 
students from other cultural groups in the class, as well as teaching practices, 
which were influencing the South Sudanese students’ participation in spoken 
English in class
7. It may have also been that students were more focused on 
relationships with their peers in the more homogenous class, and they were 
prioritising the community-focused, interdependent aspect of their identity, 
identified in the previous chapter.  
 
In addition, when the class was relatively homogenous conversational English 
was observed to be used much less by the students even though the researcher 
attempted to promote this type of conversation in her teaching. The students’ 
observed avoidance of conversing in English in the preliteracy class resulted in 
the researcher attempting to get the students to speak in English by playfully 
demanding to know what the students were saying to one another in Arabic.  
 
However, the researcher’s teaching practice was not observed to influence 
student participation. One of the South Sudanese students in this particular class 
spoke to the program manager about the students’ avoidance of speaking English 
in class. He was an extroverted student who frequently conversed in Arabic 
during class, and therefore his concern seemed to indicate a desire to be in a 
                                                 
7 The presence of the researcher at the back of the classroom may have influenced the 
findings in the observed classes. However, the students’ behaviour could be cross-
referenced with the researchers’ experience of teaching multicultural classes at TAFE.   324
multicultural classroom where there would be more opportunity to practise 
English conversation. Ivy in the women’s community group, when discussing 
South Sudanese learning practices, also cited this tendency to avoid speaking 
English as problematic: 
  
Like if you are five or six we would like to [...] communicate in our own 
language, it is difficult. Maybe the group should be two [...] different 
culture same class [...] sometimes I used to go at Mirrabooka, there is a 
mum’s group there. A lot of the group are from my people and you see 
they are remaining the same, they can’t speak [English] because they are 
just talking in Arabic. (Ivy) 
 
Although Ivy was not in the TAFE group, her opinion also voiced the concern of 
the student in the more homogenous TAFE preliteracy class, and she made it 
clear that a more multicultural classroom would be a possible solution to the 
students’ reluctance to practise spoken English.  
 
Therefore, in the TAFE group, the multicultural classroom was found to give the 
students more opportunity to converse in English. Perhaps because the South 
Sudanese students were not the majority in these multicultural classes and also 
due to the technical orientation of their teachers, students may not have had the 
opportunity to co-regulate teaching practices to the same extent as the students in 
the women’s community group. A lack of modification of teaching practices 
appeared to have a positive influence on student participation in English 
conversation. In the case of the relatively homogenous preliteracy class which the 
researcher taught for three weeks, it appeared to be difficult for students to co-
regulate the researcher’s teaching practices through their avoidance of English 
conversation, as a result of the technical orientation of the researcher. However, 
teacher agency and unmodified teaching practices were not substantially found to   325
influence student participation in English conversation in a class with a South 
Sudanese majority. 
 
University Group 
The main affordance which is examined in this section is that of learning in a 
multicultural classroom where teaching was mainly aimed at the dominant 
Australian-born group. Many international students were found to be studying in 
the same classes, but the international students were not the focus of the classes 
as they were in TAFE. The classes did not appear to have the objective of 
specifically teaching students from other cultures, and the students were found to 
be learning from within the framework of the dominant Australian culture. In 
brief, the multicultural university learning environment was found to be different 
from the multicultural TAFE learning environment because the content of the 
university courses appeared to be generally designed for students who had grown 
up in Australia rather than for students from a variety of cultural backgrounds
8.  
 
Opportunities to Modify Teaching and Learning Practices 
Perhaps as a result of being members of a minority group in mainstream lectures 
and tutorials, South Sudanese students were found to have limited opportunity to 
co-regulate teaching practices, and often appeared not to be able to participate in 
tutorials. Nevertheless when given the opportunity, most students were found to 
be eager to participate in tutorial discussions. The students appeared to have more 
                                                 
8 These were the findings of this particular study. This is not to say that this applies to 
classes across disciplines at university in general or even that it applies to all humanities 
classes. The findings were drawn from observations and student and teacher discourse in 
interviews.    326
opportunity to participate in classes where there was a majority of South 
Sudanese students. 
 
First, learning from within the framework of the dominant culture was often 
found to prevent the students from entering discussions in humanities tutorials 
because they lacked background knowledge of Australian culture. The two 
students’ comments below highlight this perceived lack of knowledge: 
  
We are having a problem with the culture, not English alone. (Morgan) 
 
Then my tutors say ‘[Peter] today you are out of the room’, then I tell him 
‘no, I was inside with you, but [...] there is nothing I can answer [...] the 
history of this country, maybe thirty years ago, even two years ago, I 
don’t really know anything’. (Peter) 
 
Peter’s comment in particular indicates that he wanted to participate in tutorials 
but was not able to, given a lack of knowledge. 
 
When an opportunity arose to participate in tutorial discussions, students were 
often found to take the opportunity. In reference to special tutorials set up for the 
South Sudanese students in a humanities unit, one of the tutors remarked on this 
in interview: 
  
They would be talking from this morning until tomorrow morning and 
they will tell you stories and they are very good at that. (Craig) 
 
In the English support unit on which the researcher tutored, she found that 
students were very eager to participate in discussion, and the coordinator of this 
unit also commented on this in interview, indicating that the students’ eagerness   327
may have been detrimental to the learning of other cultural groups, such as the 
Japanese, in the English support lectures: 
  
If ever I asked a question in the lecture, the Sudanese students were the 
only ones who attempted to answer, the rest I would have to prompt [...] 
and that wasn’t just the Japanese students, that was what I call the 
European [...] block as well. So they [...] dominated. (Marilyn) 
 
In the case of support tutorials and lectures, less cultural knowledge was 
assumed, and the students were therefore able to participate to a greater extent.  
 
Next, there was some evidence of student agency as a result of learning in a 
‘mainstream’ classroom. Three students spoke in interview of reading to improve 
their understanding of Australian culture. One university student’s comment in 
interview is an example of this: 
  
Because we have not read the books that have been produced here in 
Australia much and we don’t know how these people live their lives [...] 
so it need[s] us to read also so that we interact with the culture and the 
behaviour. (Sam) 
 
Reading to acquire knowledge of cultural norms may have been seen by the 
students to provide an opportunity to participate more actively in tutorial 
discussions in the university group. This reading appeared to be a new learning 
practice for these students because of their reported lack of opportunity to read 
books outside class before coming to Australia. One student spoke in interview of 
the difficulties of borrowing books from the school library in his school in 
Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya due to the sheer number of students who wanted 
to borrow the books. Other students, such as Sam quoted above, reported that 
there had been no books around for him to read since he had left school more   328
than twenty years before. The opportunity to read coupled with the incentive to 
participate meaningfully in mainstream tutorial discussions appeared to be 
transforming these students’ learning practices. 
 
Teaching practices were also modified, apparently to address students’ 
difficulties in relation to participating in an Australian university environment. 
The existence of special humanities tutorials held especially for South Sudanese 
students itself seemed to be a modification of teaching practices - a coordinator’s 
response to a perceived need. Furthermore, within these tutorials, teaching 
practices were found to be modified by taking the oral skills of the students into 
account. Anne and Craig both demonstrated in interview that they considered the 
South Sudanese students’ oral abilities to be much more developed than their 
written abilities, and considered this speaking-writing gap to be a problem at 
university, where so much of the assessed work is written
9. For example, when 
Anne was comparing her Sudanese students with South East Asian students, she 
commented: 
  
I would say that because the Sudanese students are much more oral [than 
the South East Asian students] [...] [and] their oral skills are more highly 
developed than their written skills, I think it’s a greater problem for them 
than it is [for the South East Asian students]. (Anne) 
 
This perceived problem led both Anne and Craig to reflect on ways they could 
assist their students to become better writers through discussion: 
 
The biggest difficulty I’ve found with [the South Sudanese students] in 
the tute I had with them is ‘OK [gives a name] you say to me what you 
                                                 
9 65% of the assessment weighting for the unit which Anne was co-ordinating, and on 
which Craig was a tutor, was written.   329
just did’, and he’ll rattle off what he just did, ‘OK now write it’, and it’s 
just two totally different things. (Craig) 
 
It’s sort of like one could almost say to them ‘right, here’s a tape recorder, 
what were the two ideas, right now play that back and write it down, 
that’s what you’re doing. (Anne) 
 
 
The researcher also found that oral skills could be used to develop the students’ 
written skills. During the English support tutorials which the researcher tutored, 
she reflected on ways to use the students’ oral skills to assist their writing. 
Discussing essay questions with the students, asking them to explain certain 
concepts and verbalise their own arguments was observed to be very important. If 
the students started writing before they had verbalised their argument, the writing 
often did not make sense. Some of the students were unwilling to write until they 
had used the researcher as a ‘sounding board’ for their ideas. The spoken 
rendition of their ideas was found to be of a much higher quality than their later 
writing, even though discussion helped to raise the written standard. Further work 
by the researcher with Daniel and Paul showed that explaining argument and 
concepts orally before writing seemed to be having an increasingly beneficial 
effect on essay quality, and the modification of teaching practices appeared to 
need some time to be successful. 
 
Therefore, when the South Sudanese students were studying in lectures and 
tutorials where they were in the minority, the affordance of the environment was 
such that they were apparently required to conform to the dominant ‘Australian’ 
classroom culture. This seemed to allow little opportunity to co-regulate teaching 
practices, and non-participation was often found to result. However, although in-  330
class participation may have been low, some students were found to be 
attempting to learn more about Australian culture through their reading. In the 
more homogenous classes – in the English support unit tutorials and the extra 
tutorials put on especially for the South Sudanese students in one of the 
humanities units – both teaching and learning practices were found to be 
modified more significantly, especially with respect to discussion.  
 
DISCUSSION 
The previous chapters explored how aspects of students’ identity-in-practice 
influenced their forms of participation. The focus of this chapter moved to 
teacher and student agency in terms of opportunities generated in the learning 
environment. Opportunities are presented in the outer model of the systemic 
model of participation in Figure 2, Chapter Four, and teacher-student agency in 
the inner model. Modified and unmodified teaching and learning practices related 
to opportunities arising from program of study, teacher orientation, classroom 
routines, and class composition were found to influence students’ forms of 
participation significantly. Modifications or lack of modifications in teaching and 
learning practices were interpreted as outcomes of teacher-student agency. 
 
A conceptualisation of teacher-student agency was used to interpret the data for 
this chapter, and use of the concept is addressed first in this section, followed by 
a discussion on student agency and teacher agency as they relate to the findings. 
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Teacher-Student Agency 
In the study, as discussed in Chapter Four, teacher-student agency was 
conceptualised as the dynamics of teacher-student and student-student social 
interactions and was assumed to be linked to opportunities generated in the 
learning environment. These social interactions were referred to in Chapter Four 
as being co-regulated, transformative, and to generate intentional and 
unintentional outcomes. The findings presented in this chapter support this 
understanding of teacher-student agency, but some issues arose during the use of 
these concepts to interpret the data.  
 
First, the notion of co-regulation was used to examine how teacher and student 
agency facilitated the modification of teaching and learning practices. Co-
regulation was conceptualised, according to McCaslin’s (in press) view, as the 
way teachers and students mutually regulated each other during their social 
interactions. This was interpreted to be the way that teachers and students 
mutually regulated each others’ practices. Giddens’ (1979) notion of power 
relations in agency as relations of autonomy and dependence with all actors as 
autonomous or dependent to varying degrees was also found to be useful, given 
that the teachers were in a position of authority over the students. As Greeno 
(2006, p.88) maintains, “In interaction, different individuals are positioned 
differently regarding the competence, authority, and accountability which are 
attributed to them by others and by themselves”.  
 
As a result of this difference in positioning, teachers were interpreted as 
regulating (or attempting to regulate) learning practices, whereas students were   332
interpreted as co-regulating teaching practices. For example, the volunteers in the 
women’s community group were interpreted as having little incentive to regulate 
students’ learning practices actively due to the voluntary nature of the group, 
whereas the three students in the women’s community group who were working 
towards their driving test were conceptualised as co-regulating teaching practices 
through their interaction with the volunteers. In the case of the present study, 
both co-regulation and regulation were taken to occur through negotiated 
interaction between teachers and students and also between students and students. 
However, co-regulation was used when there was interpreted to be a greater 
reciprocity to the regulation. Because teachers were assumed to be more 
autonomous and students more dependent, greater reciprocity was viewed as 
occurring ‘bottom up’ from the students: The teachers then had the ‘power’ to 
negotiate the interaction. Nevertheless, reciprocity in teacher-student interactions 
was  always seen to be occurring, only to different degrees, in keeping with 
Bandura’s (1989, p.1175) reflection: “The notion that humans serve as entirely 
independent agents of their own actions has few, if any, serious advocates”. 
 
Next, an understanding of teacher-student agency as transformative informed the 
findings for this chapter. This notion was taken from Giddens’ (1979) 
conceptualisation of transformative capacity in agency, discussed in Chapter 
Three. However, it appeared from the data that teaching and learning practices 
were being modified through teacher-student and student-student social 
interactions, rather than being transformed. Transformation appeared to suggest 
complete and long term change. In many cases, practices were modified rather 
than completely changed; for example, when the university coordinator   333
scaffolded exam questions with her South Sudanese students in mind, it was 
unlikely that her standard exam questions had no scaffolding at all. Also, the 
study was not longitudinal, so it was not possible to examine whether changes in 
teaching and learning practices were long term. 
 
Finally, teacher-student agency was conceptualised as generating intentional and 
unintentional outcomes. This notion was derived from Giddens’ (1979) theory of 
agency. Bandura (2001, p.6) also views outcomes as consequences rather than 
characteristics of ‘agentive’, or intentional acts, and outcomes can therefore be 
both intentional and unintentional. The main illustration of teacher-student 
agency producing an unintentional outcome was in the women’s community 
group. Only South Sudanese women attended this group and students were found 
to act on the opportunity to speak in their mother tongue or Arabic. In doing so, 
they were found to co-regulate teaching practices: The volunteers reduced the 
priority they had been giving to English conversation and focused more on 
reading and writing activities. However, four of the six students interviewed cited 
English conversation as their favourite classroom activity. This interview data 
suggested that the students’ co-regulation of the teaching practice may have been 
unintentional, and that there was some distinction between students’ existing and 
desired learning practices. In this case, including unintentional outcomes 
generated by teacher-student agency in the study demonstrated how students’ 
forms of participation could remain unchanged as a direct result of teacher-
student agency. 
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Student Agency 
According to Greeno (2006), distribution of agency amongst participants 
influences practices, and this was found to be the case in the present study. 
Student agency in terms of learning the subject under study was found to be more 
salient in the formal learning environments of the university group and TAFE 
group when the students had less opportunity to co-regulate teaching practices. In 
contrast, in the non-formal learning environment of the women’s community 
group, student agency was salient when the students had more opportunity to co-
regulate teaching practices. Practices in the university group and TAFE group 
related to program of study and class composition respectively. Practices in the 
women’s community group related to program of study and teacher orientation.  
 
First, in the university group mainstream units, some students were found to be 
changing their learning practices in order to ‘fit in’ with the teaching practices of 
the teachers. This may have been a result of the limited opportunity for students 
to co-regulate teaching practices due to the fixed program of study and the 
composition of the class
10. Some students were found to be doing more reading 
at home to increase general knowledge of Australia so that they could participate 
in tutorial discussions. However, this modified learning practice was not found to 
influence the students’ forms of participation significantly in the tutorials. The 
learning practice may have needed time to be effective due to the amount of 
reading, or background knowledge, required.  
 
 
                                                 
10 The South Sudanese students were in the minority – see the discussion in the previous 
section of this chapter.   335
In the TAFE group, student agency in terms of practising English appeared to be 
greater in the multicultural classrooms. When students had limited opportunity to 
converse in their mother tongue or in Arabic, they were not observed to remain 
silent. Students were found to be active in calling out answers, and also socialised 
in English. These forms of participation contrasted with forms of participation 
observed in the class which almost entirely comprised South Sudanese students. 
In this class the students were found to speak in Arabic rather than practise their 
English. In the multicultural classrooms, the South Sudanese students appeared to 
have limited opportunity to co-regulate both existing teaching practices and also 
the learning practices of students from other countries. 
 
In contrast, in the women’s community group, increased student agency with 
regards to practising English appeared to be linked to increased opportunity to 
co-regulate teaching practices. This finding may have been linked to the 
voluntary nature of the (faith-based) group. The volunteers appeared to have a 
more pastoral orientation, likely to be based on compassion (Cnaan, 2005), rather 
than a background in the teaching of literacy or English as a second language. 
The opportunity for students to request to study specific content was found to 
change some students’ learning practices. These students were found to become 
more active in asking teachers for explanations and clarification, and to adhere to 
classroom routines, such as attendance and punctuality.  
 
Finally, in the given examples, increased student agency with respect to learning 
English only appeared to apply to some students in the university and women’s 
community group, whereas it was found to apply to all the South Sudanese   336
students in the observed multicultural classrooms. In the university and women’s 
community groups, agency was linked to the students’ initiative, whereas in the 
TAFE group it appeared to be significantly influenced by student-student 
interactions, and the classroom dynamic of speaking in English. These findings 
suggest that limited opportunities for students to co-regulate teaching practices 
can develop student initiative in some cases, and also facilitate use of English in a 
multicultural English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom. 
 
Teacher Agency 
Teachers were often found to act on opportunities generated by the learning 
environment by modifying teaching practices. Teacher agency was found to be 
linked either to facilitating the development of learning practices or 
accommodating existing learning practices.  
 
In the TAFE group, teachers were found to have a technical orientation to 
teaching, and this focus on teaching and learning may have encouraged reflection 
on teaching and learning practices. There was also sufficient flexibility within the 
program of study for the teachers to modify their teaching practices in order to 
regulate learning practices. This occurred in such areas as personalising the 
content of conversation classes and teaching spelling pattern recognition. When 
teachers reflected on students’ needs and modified teaching practices 
accordingly, many students were found to participate more actively in class. 
Nevertheless, the affordance of flexibility in the program of study was not always 
‘used’ in this way by teachers, which appeared to result in limited opportunity for 
students to develop new learning practices. In other words, the opportunity was   337
limited if the teachers did not take advantage of a technical orientation to 
teaching and the flexibility in the program of study.  
 
Similarly to the TAFE group, in the university group, teachers appeared to 
modify teaching practices in order to regulate learning practices. Teaching 
practices were generally found to be modified in units or tutorials which offered 
specific support to the South Sudanese students. New teaching strategies included 
‘zero tolerance’ for plagiarism, using discussion techniques to improve writing, 
and providing more scaffolding for exam questions. The first strategy in 
particular was found to regulate students’ learning practices effectively, and 
subsequently influenced forms of student participation, such as copying verbatim. 
However, teachers were not always found to act on opportunities arising from 
teaching special classes for South Sudanese students by modifying their teaching 
practices. Students were therefore found to have limited opportunity to transform 
their learning practices. They were also learning with other South Sudanese and 
African students who generally appeared to share the same learning practices.  
 
In contrast to teachers in the other two groups, in the women’s community group, 
teachers appeared to modify some teaching practices in order to accommodate 
existing learning practices. Modifications were particularly found to occur in 
terms of degree of flexibility permitted the students in the adherence to classroom 
routines, and the degree to which first language and Arabic were permitted to be 
spoken in class. Although these modifications appeared to be detrimental to the 
students’ English studies, these opportunities to accommodate students’ existing 
practices were likely to have been related to the non-formal nature of the learning   338
environment. The community group was a voluntary group, and learning usually 
has to appear convenient to the students in voluntary groups (Percy, 1990).  
 
Therefore, increased teacher agency with regards to the modification of teaching 
practices appeared to be related to the regulation of learning practices in the 
TAFE and university group, and to the accommodation of existing learning 
practices in the women's community group. However, only some teachers in the 
first two groups were found to modify teaching practices in order to regulate 
learning practices whereas all the volunteers in the women’s community group 
were observed to accommodate students’ learning practices. Increased teacher 
agency was only found in cases where there were a number of South Sudanese 
students in the class or unit, and was not always found to lead to active forms of 
student participation, especially if the regulation of a learning practice, such as 
scaffolding exam questions, did not appear to be understood by the students, or if 
more passive learning practices were accommodated. These findings indicate 
that, for teachers, acting on particular opportunities generated in the learning 
environment may require some delicate negotiation.  
 
CONCLUSION 
Teachers and students were both found to act on opportunities relating to 
program of study, teacher orientation, classroom routines and class composition. 
Modifications to teaching and learning practices were interpreted to result from 
teacher-student agency, or the particular dynamics of teacher-student and student-
student social interactions, but these modifications did not always occur. 
Students’ forms of participation were found to be significantly influenced by   339
whether or not teaching and learning practices were modified, as well as by 
specific changes.  
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                                                Chapter Nine  
Discussion
          
The aim of this chapter is to review and discuss the major findings of the present 
study on South Sudanese students’ participation in adult Australian learning 
environments. Conceptual issues arising from applying the systemic model of 
student participation in cross-cultural learning environments as an interpretative 
framework, and future directions of the research are also addressed. The chapter 
is divided into four sections.  
 
The first section provides a summary and discussion of the major findings. A 
summary is given by mapping the findings onto the systemic model of 
participation presented in Chapter Four. This is done in order to show how the 
systemic model of participation was used to interpret the study. The model is 
repeated in this summary for ease of reference. Following the summary, the 
findings are discussed in terms of each research question given at the end of 
Chapter Four.  
 
The second section evaluates the conceptual usefulness of the systemic model of 
participation to an investigation of the major influences on South Sudanese 
student participation in adult Australian learning environments. The third section 
discusses the methodological choices made in the study, and outlines possible 
limitations. The final section of the chapter provides possible future research 
directions. Implications for teachers are also addressed in this section.   342
SUMMARY OF MAJOR FINDINGS 
In this summary the systemic approach taken in the investigation of adult South 
Sudanese student participation in three Australian learning environments is 
especially indicated by the double-sided arrows, or relationships, between 
elements in the diagrams.  
 
Figure 3: The Systemic Model of Participation in Cross-Cultural Learning 
Environments 
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Figure 4: Mapping the Major Findings of the Study onto the Systemic Model of 
Participation in Cross-Cultural Learning Environments 
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DISCUSSION OF MAJOR FINDINGS 
The major findings mapped onto the systemic model of participation are now 
discussed according to each research question. The questions relate to the cross-
cultural, cultural and social sources of influence as they are presented in the 
model. The first two questions relate to the cross-cultural source of influence. 
The next two questions relate to the cultural source of influence. The following 
two questions relate to the social source of influence. The final research question 
addresses the ways in which the sources of influence interrelate, and draws 
attention to the systemic nature of the model. 
 
Cross-Cultural Source of Influence 
The cross-cultural source of influence on student participation was examined in 
Chapter Six. This source of influence was inferred through the extent to which 
students’ expectations were congruent with teacher’s expectations. It was also 
inferred through students’ accounts of participation in past learning environments 
and observed participation in present learning environments. The source of 
influence was explored by addressing these two research questions: 
 
¾  What are the expectations of South Sudanese students in Australia regarding 
how teaching and learning should take place, and how do they compare and 
contrast with the expectations of their teachers? 
¾  How does the degree of congruence between students’ and teachers’ 
expectations influence the students’ participation in their learning 
environment? 
   344
As shown in the cross-cultural source of influence presented in the top left of 
Figure 4 in the summary of the main findings, expectations were identified 
according to salient themes in the data:  
a)  Deference to the teacher  
b)  Teacher guidance 
c)   Competition 
Expectations related to these three themes were found to be similar for students 
across the three groups and learning environments. They were assessed as 
deriving from students’ participation in past practices because students spoke of 
these expectations in interview by drawing on examples taken from past learning 
environments. For example, students in the TAFE and university groups spoke of 
being ranked in class. Students were found to vary in terms of their endorsement 
of this practice, but their prior learning experiences had been similar in terms of 
competing against peers for a high ranking in the classroom. This example was 
taken to relate to the theme of competition. 
 
Students’ expectations were found to be similar to or contrast with teachers’ 
expectations according to the learning environment. With respect to deference to 
the teacher, teachers across all three groups and learning environments were 
found to have similar expectations that the students would defer to them. 
However, some teachers were found to be surprised at the degree of deference 
they were shown, whereas other teachers appeared to feel that they were not 
being shown the deference they expected. This last point is explored in terms of 
the reciprocal press between the cross-cultural and social sources of influence 
discussed later in the chapter.    345
Expectations regarding teacher guidance were found to be related to a formal 
learning environment, and were not found to apply in the women’s community 
group. Teachers’ expectations in the TAFE technical college group were found to 
be similar to those of the students, but teachers in the university group were 
found to expect to facilitate learning rather than closely monitor students’ 
learning or behaviour. The university teachers appeared to expect students to 
show initiative. Expectations regarding competition were also found to be related 
to formal learning environments. Teachers across the TAFE and university 
groups were found to focus on their role in the evaluation of students’ progress, 
and the requirement of students to reach a particular standard. 
 
The degree of congruence between students’ and teachers’ expectations was 
interpreted to influence student participation in through the teachers’ validation 
or non-validation of students’ expectations, and the students’ inferred attachment 
to cultural schemas. As discussed in Chapter Six, expectations were assumed to 
relate to students’ forms of participation through the construct of identity-in-
practice, or the way students experienced themselves in particular practices. 
Cultural schemas were taken to be aspects of this identity-in-practice because 
students were conceptualised as experiencing themselves in terms of frameworks 
of ideas developed through past practices. In keeping with D’Andrade’s (1995) 
and Markus’ and Kitayama’s (1991) usage of the construct, cultural schemas 
were taken as frameworks of ideas inside the head used by individuals to 
interpret the social world.  However, identity emerging in new practices was 
assumed to lead potentially to variations in attachment to particular cultural 
schemas and, subsequently, to changing forms of participation. Viewing cultural   346
schemas as aspects of identity-in-practice was therefore taken to be a way to 
explore the ‘connection’ element of Wenger’s (1998) understanding of 
participation, or the dynamics between students’ past engagement and their 
present engagement in the learning environment.  
 
The schemas underlying the students’ expectations were identified as schemas of 
obedience, teacher dependence and competitive selection because these were the 
salient ideas emerging from students’ discourse on behavioural norms in past 
practices. Observations, as well as students’ discourse in interviews and informal 
exchanges on present forms of participation, were taken to indicate the students’ 
strength of attachment to the cultural schemas. A schema of obedience to 
teachers was identified as underlying the expectation that students’ behaviour 
would be monitored closely by teachers, and that students were to treat the 
teacher with deference. A schema of dependence on teachers was identified as 
underlying the expectation that students’ learning would be monitored closely by 
teachers. Finally, a schema of competitive selection was identified as underlying 
the expectation that students were supposed to compete for a high ranking in 
class in order to be selected to go through to the next level of education. These 
cultural schemas were taken to be aspects of identity-in-practice and students 
were conceptualised as experiencing themselves as obedient, teacher dependent, 
and competitive in their new learning environment to varying degrees. 
 
The rate of change in students’ forms of participation was inferred to be 
dependent on the students’ strength of attachment to the cultural schemas given 
above. For example, it seemed that students’ had a differing attachment to the   347
identified schemas of obedience and teacher dependence in the university group. 
First, even though expectations were found to be changing during interviews, 
students sometimes appeared to be retaining rather than changing underlying 
cultural schemas through their observed forms of participation in class. This was 
especially apparent in the university group with respect to the schema of 
obedience. Students were found in interview to have changing expectations in 
terms of the level of behaviour monitoring they would receive from the teachers 
in class, but ‘low’ levels of monitoring still appeared to cause some students not 
to participate. A schema of obedience to the teacher may have prompted some 
university students’ non-participation, given that non-participation could be 
considered more obedient than open defiance.  
 
In contrast, some students’ degree of attachment to the identified schema of 
dependence on the teacher appeared to be lower than their degree of attachment 
to the schema of obedience to the teacher, and this was observed through less 
teacher dependent forms of participation. For example, again in the university 
group, when the students’ expectation that teachers would monitor their learning 
closely was unmet, many students were found to participate more independently 
by beginning to take responsibility for their own learning. These students did not 
appear to demonstrate a strong attachment to the inferred schema of teacher 
dependence. Not only was there evidence of changing expectations in student 
interviews, but the evidence was supported by changing forms of (active) 
participation observed in class.  
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Therefore, a low degree of congruence between students’ and teachers’ 
expectations appeared to correspond with changes in some students’ forms of 
participation. However, changes also seemed to depend on the students’ 
attachment to cultural schemas identified to have been formed during 
participation in past learning environments. There was evidence that expectations 
were changing faster than the schemas taken to be related to each of the 
expectations. If it appeared that students’ expectations had changed to a greater 
extent than the inferred cultural schema, non-participation seemed to be frequent, 
such as in the case of the schema of obedience to teachers mentioned earlier. 
Finally, if a high degree of congruence was found between students’ and 
teachers’ expectations, students’ forms of participation seemed to be validated 
and there was less evidence of change in students’ forms of participation and, 
consequently, less change assumed in identified schemas.  
 
Finally, using cultural schemas as aspects of students’ identity-in-practice to 
interpret the data was found to be useful because students’ reported expectations 
did not always correspond with the students’ forms of participation. Viewing 
cultural schemas as frameworks of ideas which have been “learned through 
experience” (Quinn, 2005, p.478), and then linking cultural schemas to a 
conceptualisation of identity as experiencing oneself through participation in 
particular practices brought the focus back to students’ participation. Identity-in-
practice was taken to allow an investigation of the extent to which students were 
cultural representatives, or whether they were beginning to experience 
themselves differently in their new learning environment. The degree of 
congruence between students’ and teachers’ expectations was significant to the   349
study because non-validation of students’ expectations was interpreted to 
facilitate changes in the students’ identity-in-practice and, subsequently, 
influence students’ participation. 
 
Cultural Source of Influence 
The cultural source of influence was examined in Chapter Seven. This source of 
influence was examined in terms of the cultural schema of self construal which 
was identified through students’ observed participation, as well as students’ 
accounts of forms of participation in the focus group, interviews and informal 
exchanges. The source of influence was explored by addressing these two 
research questions: 
 
¾  To what degree do the South Sudanese students demonstrate an 
interdependent self construal through a focus on relationships? 
¾  How does this focus on relationships influence the students’ participation in 
their learning environment? 
 
 
First, the research questions focused on interdependent self construal due to the 
abductive design of the study, as discussed in Chapter Five. The systemic model 
of participation used to interpret the findings of the study was both designed and 
then refined during data collection. Ethnographic participant-observation allowed 
the researcher to observe certain themes emerging across the three learning 
environments, and then incorporate these themes into the systemic model of 
participation. The students’ demonstration of a strong focus on their relationships   350
with others, especially people in their community, was a clear theme to emerge in 
the initial stages of fieldwork. The emergence of this theme was supported in the 
literature: A significant focus on community relationships and sharing has been 
found in many Sub-Saharan African cultures (e.g., Triandis, 1995; Sindima, 
1995; Peddle, 1999). The theme was then related to Markus’ and Kitayama’s 
(1991, 2003) construct of a cultural schema of interdependent self construal, or 
an understanding of oneself in relation to others. In accordance with Markus and 
Kitayama (2003), and as indicated in Table 3 in the final section of Chapter 
Three, a focus on relationships is taken to be an underlying element of this 
cultural schema. 
 
As shown in the cultural source of influence in the top right corner of Figure 4 in 
the summary of major findings, students’ interdependent self construal was 
evidenced by committing to community, help seeking and reacting to challenges 
in the learning environment. In each of these cases an interdependent self 
construal was assumed because the students were found to demonstrate a strong 
focus on relationships. With respect to community commitment, the focus on 
relationships was primarily found to operate in terms of widening circles of 
ethnic group: the immediate ethnic group of Dinka, Nuer, Bari or Nuba was 
found to be the main focus, followed by the South Sudanese community and 
then, for some university students, other Africans. However, it appeared that 
students did not necessarily want to be perceived as being part of a South 
Sudanese or African group in their learning environment. The only learning 
environment where identification as a particular group was found to be 
favourably received by the students was the women’s community group.   351
Members of the community were involved in initiating the group, and this may 
have been a reason for the students’ acceptance of the identification.  
 
With respect to help seeking, some students seemed to expand their focus on 
relationships to include teachers and other members of the wider community. 
They appeared to do this in order to engage in help seeking behaviour. Finally, 
with respect to reacting to challenges in the learning environment, students’ focus 
on relationships was inferred through the way in which students spoke of slow 
progress and failure in interviews and informal exchanges. 
 
Next, a focus on relationships was taken to influence students’ participation in 
the learning environment in terms of the students’ negotiation of this focus. 
Similarly to the cross-cultural source of influence, the cultural source of influence 
was considered to influence student participation through the students’ identity-
in-practice, as indicated in the systemic model of participation presented in 
Figure 3. However, in the case of the cultural source of influence, negotiation of 
interdependent self construal as an aspect of the students’ identity-in-practice, or 
students’ experience of themselves as interdependent in particular practices, was 
the focus. Interdependent self construal was assumed to be a fundamental cultural 
schema, similarly to Markus’ and Kitayama’s (1991) assumption. For this reason, 
the schema was assumed to be resistant to change.  
 
Students’ negotiation of their interdependence appeared to influence participation 
in the learning environment in two main ways. First, if students were able to find 
a way to manage their community responsibilities in relation to their learning, it   352
seemed that they were able to participate more actively in the learning 
environment. Time management rather than less community responsibilities was 
found to be the key element in the resolution of this conflict.  
 
Second, participation in the learning environment was found to be facilitated if 
students expanded their focus on relationships to teachers and members of the 
wider community. Help seeking behaviour was assumed to be a form of active 
participation in the learning environment, and students who engaged in help 
seeking behaviour were found to concentrate on developing relationships with 
teachers from whom they sought help. However, many students across the 
learning environments were found not to negotiate their focus on relationships in 
this way. The focus of these students appeared to remain on relationships with 
their immediate ethnic group, the South Sudanese community, or relationships 
with other African students in the case of the university group. Possible reasons 
why these students did not choose to seek help were explored in Chapter Seven.  
 
In addition, it appeared that some students were able to negotiate a sense of 
interdependence by considering education to be a way of helping their 
community in the long term. This long term focus seemed to allow students to 
persist when confronted with slow progress and failure. A longitudinal study 
would have been beneficial to observe whether this persistence continued, or 
whether the students succumbed to the pressure of more immediate community 
responsibilities before finishing their studies
1. On the other hand, a focus on 
                                                 
1 This comment is made because, almost two years after the fieldwork for this study was 
conducted, some of the university students who participated in the study dropped out of 
their university courses in order to concentrate on immediate employment. The 
researcher did not get the chance to question the students about why they had dropped   353
relationships within the community in the short term, without the added strategy 
of time management, seemed to have a more detrimental effect on the students’ 
participation. In this case, however, teachers sometimes appeared to be able to 
mediate by playing a pastoral role. Teachers in the TAFE group in particular 
showed tolerance for students’ focus on community relationships, and were 
found to focus on their own relationship with the students in order to facilitate the 
students’ active participation in learning. 
 
Therefore, interdependent self construal as an aspect of the students’ identity-in-
practice was inferred to influence participation according to ways in which the 
students were able to negotiate their sense of interdependence. This is shown in 
the relationship between the cultural source of influence and participation in 
Figure 4, and was discussed in Chapter Seven. The influence was assumed to 
occur through negotiation of the schema rather than variations in degree of 
attachment, and a strong focus on relationships was evident in all the examined 
forms of participation. Students’ different ways of participating could all be 
understood in terms of students’ focus on short term and/or long term community 
responsibilities, and whether or not their focus on relationships expanded to 
developing relationships with teachers and in the wider community.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                      
out. However, these students were known to be ‘borderline’, or struggling to pass all of 
their units.   354
Social Source of Influence 
The social source of influence was examined in Chapter Eight. This source of 
influence was inferred through opportunities and also through teacher-student 
agency, conceptualised as the dynamics of teacher-student and student-student 
interactions. Opportunities were mainly observed during ethnographic participant 
observation in the learning environments, but accounts given by students and 
teachers in interviews, the focus group and informal exchanges were used as 
further evidence for this source of influence. The social source of influence was 
explored by addressing these two research questions: 
 
¾  How do teachers and students act on opportunities generated in the cross-
cultural learning environment to modify teaching and learning practices? 
¾  How do the modified (and unmodified) teaching and learning practices 
influence students’ participation in their learning environment? 
 
 
Opportunities appeared to be generated by certain aspects of the learning 
environment in particular. These aspects are presented in the social source of 
influence at the bottom of Figure 4: program of study, teacher orientation, 
classroom routines, and class composition. In the women’s community group 
there appeared to be no fixed program of study, a pastoral orientation to teaching, 
unenforced classroom routines and a South Sudanese student body. The TAFE 
learning environment appeared to include programs of study with some 
flexibility, a technical orientation to teaching with integrated pastoral care, 
enforced classroom routines and a multicultural student body. The university   355
learning environment appeared to include programs of study with little flexibility, 
a technical orientation to teaching with some integrated pastoral care, unenforced 
classroom routines, and a multicultural student body. 
 
First, in the women’s community learning environment the observed pastoral 
orientation and lack of fixed program in particular seemed to give teachers the 
opportunity to accommodate students’ requested or existing learning practices. 
These aspects of the learning environment also appeared to give the students the 
opportunity to direct their own learning. In contrast, in the TAFE and university 
groups, the requirement to teach material within a certain time frame and student 
diversity seemed to make it difficult for teachers to tailor lessons to suit a 
particular group of students. However, a technical focus on teaching and learning 
rather than ‘looking after’ the students appeared to give the teachers the 
opportunity to modify their teaching in order to develop desired learning 
practices in certain cases. This was particularly apparent in classes with no 
program of study and subsequently no specific learning time frame, for example 
in the TAFE conversation classes. It was also apparent in classes catering to 
specific rather than diverse groups, such as in the university classes which 
catered to African students. Finally, a lack of teacher intervention in the 
development of learning practices in the university group appeared to give some 
students the opportunity to develop new practices themselves, such as reading 
more widely in order to contribute to tutorial discussions. 
 
In addition, although opportunities were found to be made available by ways in 
which the learning environments were organised, as mentioned above, students   356
often only seemed to have the opportunity to act on a particular aspect of the 
environment if the teacher had acted on this aspect first. For example, teachers in 
the TAFE group needed to take advantage of the flexibility in the program of 
study afforded by the TAFE learning environment before students could also take 
advantage of this flexibility. From the students’ perspective, the teacher could 
therefore be considered to be responsible for generating the opportunities related 
to the flexibility of the program of study. However, students were also found to 
be able to directly take advantage of some aspects of their learning environment. 
The multicultural class composition in the TAFE group was a case in point. In 
this case, teachers and students could both directly take advantage of the 
multicultural nature of the class. For example, students had an opportunity to 
practise speaking English with their classmates, and the opportunity for this to 
occur did not rely solely on the teacher.  
 
Next, opportunities were taken to influence student participation through teacher-
student agency as discussed in Chapter Eight and indicated in the relationship 
between the social source of influence and student participation in Figure 3. In 
the systemic model of participation, teacher-student agency refers to the 
dynamics of teacher-student and student-student interaction. Co-regulation was 
found to be a useful way to explore how both teachers and students shaped and 
guided teaching and learning practices during teacher-student and student-student 
interactions. An understanding of co-regulation as shaping, guiding, and also 
challenging each participant of the interaction derived from McCaslin’s (2004, in 
press) use of the construct. Teachers’ and students’ co-regulation of teaching and 
learning practices was taken to be unequal in that teachers were assumed to be   357
likely to play a more active role in influencing teaching and learning practices 
and subsequent participation in the learning environment due to their position of 
authority in the classroom. 
 
Furthermore, opportunities generated in the learning environment were assumed 
to be acted on by teachers and students to modify teaching and learning practices 
or retain the same practices. Opportunities were subsequently taken to influence 
student participation through these (un)modified teaching and learning practices. 
This is reflected in the relationship between the social source of influence and 
student participation in Figure 4. Modified and unmodified teaching and learning 
practices were found to influence student participation in their learning 
environment in different ways. First, students appeared to participate actively 
when teachers modified their teaching practices to accommodate requested 
learning practices in the women’s community group. However, when teaching 
practices appeared to be developed in order to accommodate students’ existing 
learning practices in this group, more passive forms of student participation, such 
as copying and not asking for clarification, were observed.  
 
On the other hand, the modification of teaching practices which appeared to 
accommodate students’ existing learning practices was sometimes found to lead 
to student participation in the university group if it was accompanied by active 
teacher reflection. Teacher reflection in terms of the development of teaching 
practices to facilitate a change in students’ learning practices also frequently 
appeared to promote students’ active participation in the university and TAFE 
groups, although teachers’ were sometimes found in interview to assume   358
knowledge that the students lacked. Modified learning practices less associated 
with teacher intervention, such as socialising in English and reading widely in 
order to contribute in tutorials, further appeared to promote active in-class student 
participation. 
 
Finally, teacher-student agency was found to be a useful concept in interpreting 
the data in the social source of influence. It allowed a focus on the dynamics of 
teacher-student and student-student interactions, and the outcomes of these 
interactions. These outcomes were equated to modified or unmodified teaching 
and learning practices, and appeared to be dependent upon different opportunities 
across the three learning environments. Modified teaching and learning practices 
were seen to be (unequally) co-regulated and either intentional or unintentional, 
as discussed in Chapter Eight. These practices were found to be a significant 
influence on student participation.  
 
Ways in which different opportunities in the social source of influence may be 
taken to interrelate with expectations in the cross-cultural source of influence and 
self construal in the cultural source of influence are now addressed in terms of the 
final research question. The relationship between the cross-cultural and cultural 
sources of influence is also discussed. 
 
The Relationships between the Sources of Influence 
The relationships between each of the three sources of influence are referred to as 
reciprocal press in the systemic model of participation in Figure 3. The reciprocal 
press presented in this outer model was discussed in Chapter Four, but was not   359
part of the empirical study. Therefore, it is not mentioned in the results chapters. 
Reciprocal press is explored in this section by giving examples of possible 
tensions and overlap between the sources of influence. The discussion is based on 
examples due to the numerous possibilities and configurations of the reciprocal 
press. The final research question, as it appears at the end of Chapter Four, is 
addressed in these terms: 
 
¾  How do the sources of influence interrelate to influence student participation 
in the learning environment? 
 
Specifically, the question is addressed in terms of possible examples of reciprocal 
press between the cross-cultural and social sources of influence, the cultural and 
social sources of influence, and the cross-cultural and cultural sources of 
influence.  
 
Reciprocal Press between the Cross-Cultural and Cultural Sources of Influence 
Reciprocal press, or a reciprocal relationship, appeared to occur between the 
cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence in terms of connections and 
tensions between different identified cultural schemas in these sources of 
influence. This relationship is presented along the two-sided arrow between the 
cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence at the top of Figure 4. The three 
cultural schemas which were inferred to be related to students’ expectations in 
the cross-cultural source of influence were identified in Chapter Six as schemas 
of competitive selection, obedience to the teacher, and dependence on the 
teacher. These schemas could be taken to conflict with and complement the   360
students’ schema of interdependent self construal examined in the cultural source 
of influence in different ways. 
 
First, there appeared to be tension between the students’ identified schemas of 
competitive selection and interdependent self construal in terms of participation 
in specific past and present practices. Students across the three groups spoke in 
interview about the importance of one’s ranking in class in past formal learning 
practices, and their comments could be related to the competitive nature of many 
formal education systems in Sub-Saharan Africa (King, 1990). The most 
conspicuous demonstration of an inferred schema of competitive selection was 
observed among the students in the university group who had had the most 
exposure to formal learning environments in the past. However, a schema of 
competitive selection appeared to conflict with the students’ interdependent self 
construal as inferred through a strong focus on relationships. The students’ 
demonstrated focus on relationships, accompanied by a schema of competitive 
selection pointed to a possible tension between these aspects of students’ identity 
in specific learning practices.  
 
It appeared from student interviews that this tension had been resolved in past 
formal learning practices by these students prioritising a schema of competitive 
selection over a schema of connectedness and interdependence
2 . This still 
appeared to be the case, especially for the students in the English support unit in 
the university group. However, the new learning environments seemed to be 
                                                 
2 These findings may have been based on the specific context of the past formal learning 
practices, however. For example, students may have co-operated with each other in 
certain situations in past learning environments.  
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more compatible with the students’ identified interdependent schema of sharing 
in a classroom context. In other words, the students appeared to be required to 
focus on co-operation rather than competition in the classroom. Although some 
students spoke of changes in their expectations in interviews in both the TAFE 
and university groups, competitive forms of participation were observed to 
remain unchanged. A more longitudinal study, however, might have shown a 
gradual change.  
 
In contrast, the schema of obedience to teachers identified as relating to the 
students’ expectations regarding the close monitoring of their behaviour by the 
teacher, and deferring to the teacher appeared to complement the students’ 
interdependent self construal. According to Shumba (1999), a strong respect for 
authority is prevalent in many African cultures, and this may be directly related 
to an interdependent self construal in that “actions are responsive to obligations 
and expectations of others” (Markus and Kitayama, 2003, p.7) in this cultural 
schema. In interviews the theme of obedience was emphasised by students across 
all three learning environments when they were speaking about their participation 
in past learning environments. Although many of the students said in interview 
that asking questions in class was beneficial in their new learning environment, 
they were only very rarely observed to ask questions in class unless specifically 
asked to do so by the teacher. This may have been due to the strength of the 
students’ attachment both to the cultural schemas of obedience to the teacher and 
to interdependent self construal
3. 
                                                 
3 A cultural schema of obedience to the teacher could also be seen to come under the 
umbrella of interdependent self construal, given that Markus and Kitayama  (2003) 
include the idea of obligation in this latter schema. The relationship between the inferred 
schemas is worthy of further research.   362
 
Finally, students’ degree of attachment to the cultural schema of teacher 
dependence identified as relating to students’ expectation that the teacher 
monitored their learning closely was found to vary in the university group, and 
some students’ appeared to be using a focus on relationships to change their 
forms of participation. For example, the same university students who were 
demonstrating a growing sense of themselves as independent learners were also 
developing relationships with teachers in order to seek assistance. A case in point 
is the way that some students appeared to develop relationships with teachers in 
order to seek assistance regarding how to use the library to do independent 
research on particular assignments. Developing relationships with teachers 
seemed to indicate that the students were using their experience of themselves as 
interdependent to negotiate their growing independence as learners. The students 
were focusing on a relationship with teachers so these teachers could show them 
how to teach themselves. This finding indicates the complexities involved in 
interpreting Markus and Kitayama’s (1991) cultural schema of interdependent 
self construal, and it would be useful to explore these complexities, as they apply 
to groups of Sub-Saharan African students, through further research.  
 
In sum, reciprocal press appeared to occur between the cross-cultural and cultural 
sources of influence in terms of tensions and overlap between different cultural 
schemas. The cultural schemas identified as relating to the students’ expectations 
in the cross-cultural source of influence appeared to either conflict with or 
complement the inferred schema of interdependent self construal which was 
examined in the cultural source of influence.   363
Reciprocal Press between the Cultural and Social Sources of Influence 
There also appeared to be a reciprocal relationship between the cultural and 
social sources of influence in the systemic model of participation in terms of 
opportunities for students to negotiate their strong focus on relationships. This 
relationship is presented along the two-sided arrow between the cultural and 
social sources of influence on the right in Figure 4. The students’ focus on 
relationships was taken to demonstrate the cultural schema of an interdependent 
self construal. The organisation of the three learning environments and 
opportunities generated by this organisation were found to differ in the 
importance attached to relationships. 
 
First, in the women’s community group, a focus on relationships was found to be 
most visibly integrated into the learning environment due to the observed pastoral 
or ‘caring’ orientation of the teachers. The learning environment also appeared to 
be organised to promote flexibility. This included flexibility in classroom 
routines, such as punctuality, flexibility in the language of communication for the 
students, and flexibility of content to be studied. Much of this flexibility seemed 
to occur as a result of the voluntary nature of the learning environment, and the 
subsequent need to make the classes convenient for the students. The integration 
of a focus on relationships in the learning environment appeared to be compatible 
with the students’ in-class focus on relationships with members of their own 
immediate ethnic group in particular. However, this focus was not necessarily 
found to suit the learning environment in that many students pursued their in-
class relationships in languages other than English. One of the primary objectives 
of the classes was reported by both teachers and students to be the improvement   364
of the students’ conversational English. Finally, the teachers’ identified pastoral 
orientation appeared to allow students to develop relationships with the teachers 
in order to seek help, and some of the older students were found to take 
advantage of this opportunity. The chief volunteer taking some of the older 
students to her home so that they could practise for their driving test on her 
computer was a case in point. 
 
Next, in the TAFE group, a focus on relationships was also observed. Students 
were found to remain in the same classroom for most of their lessons and were 
therefore able to build a rapport with their teachers and peers. If students were 
troubled by ‘life’ issues external to the classroom, some teachers spoke in 
interview of actively responding by focusing on their own relationship with the 
students. This appeared to be done to return the students’ attention to the 
classroom. The teachers’ focus on relationships was also observed in their 
management of classroom routines. Teachers were found to allow students some 
flexibility with attendance and punctuality even though welfare money the 
students received was dependent on these routines. The main orientation of the 
teachers appeared to be technical since the teachers were specialised in teaching 
both spoken and written English. The teachers’ focus on relationships therefore 
mainly seemed to be functional. In other words, the teachers’ primary focus 
appeared to be on student learning.  
 
Finally, in the university group a focus on relationships was found to be least 
integrated into the learning environment. The lack of focus on relationships was 
apparent in certain ways the learning environment was organised. For example,   365
the number of contact hours in tutorials was limited, as was the consulting time 
tutors were paid to assist students outside class. As a result, in order to participate 
actively in the learning environment, it appeared to be necessary for students to 
negotiate their own focus on relationships. Students appeared to be ‘forced’ by 
their limited interaction with the teachers to negotiate elements of the 
interdependent aspect of their identity. Some students appeared to find a way to 
negotiate this inferred interdependence by focusing on relationships in terms of 
the fulfilment of longer term community responsibilities. These students were 
found to view gaining an education as a way of helping their community. Some 
students also appeared to negotiate an immediate focus on relationships and the 
demands of the learning environment through effective time management. 
However, even though a focus on relationships was found to be least integrated 
into the university group, students were found to have the opportunity to initiate 
relationships with some teachers. Two teachers in particular reported in interview 
that they were willing to build relationships with students in order to facilitate 
help seeking, and other teachers, including the researcher, were actively involved 
in developing relationships with the South Sudanese students.  
 
In brief, the reciprocal press between the social and cultural sources of influence 
appeared to occur in terms of opportunities for the students to negotiate a strong 
focus on relationships. A focus on relationships, through which an interdependent 
self construal was inferred, was found to be most integrated into the women’s 
community group and least integrated into the university group. The students’ 
own ability and willingness to negotiate the inferred schema of interdependent 
self construal therefore appeared to be a more important influence on students’   366
active participation in the learning environment in the university group than in 
the other two groups. However, a strong focus on relationships, such as in the 
women’s community group, appeared to (inadvertently) prioritise the social 
rather than educational function of the group.    
 
Reciprocal Press between the Social and Cross-Cultural Sources of Influence 
Finally, there appeared to be reciprocal press between the social and cross-
cultural sources of influence in the systemic model of participation in terms of 
opportunities to develop cultural schemas compatible with the new learning 
environment. This reciprocal press is presented along the two-sided arrow 
between the social and cross-cultural sources of influence on the left in Figure 4. 
It appeared that opportunities for students to develop these new schemas varied 
depending on the learning environment. As mentioned earlier, the three schemas 
identified as relating to students’ expectations were schemas of teacher 
dependence, competitive selection, and obedience. Students’ inferred 
development of new schemas can be illustrated through a discussion of particular 
expectations which were found to be either met or unmet, seemingly as a result of 
the way in which learning environments were organised.  
 
First, in the university group, the students’ expectations that they were to have 
their learning closely monitored was not found to be congruent with their 
teachers’ expectations. The programs of study for the mainstream units which the 
participants attended appeared to require the teachers to facilitate discussion in 
the tutorials rather than to transmit knowledge, so the teachers were no longer the 
‘key’ to the students’ education as all six of the interviewed students reported   367
teachers to have been in their past formal learning experiences. The tutors also 
did not appear to have much time outside class to monitor the students’ learning. 
This limited opportunity to change the teachers’ expectation that students would 
engage in a degree of independent learning may have been the reason why some 
students were found to be changing their expectations, and also observed to be 
developing more independent forms of participation in the learning environment. 
The students who were beginning to demonstrate less dependence on their 
teachers had the opportunity to do so: The way that the learning environment was 
organised appeared to encourage independent learning.  
 
Next, in the university and TAFE groups, the students’ expectation that they 
would be competing against their peers in formal learning environments was also 
not found to be congruent with teachers’ expectations. The students’ degree of 
attachment to the inferred schema of competitive selection in a formal learning 
context appeared to vary depending on the organisation of the learning 
environment. Classroom composition was found to be a particularly important 
organisational aspect of the environment with respect to the students’ inferred 
competitive selection schema. For example, in the class in the university group 
where there was a majority of South Sudanese students, the competitive forms of 
participation through which this schema was observed were not found to change 
for any of the students. These competitive forms of participation were found to 
cause friction with the main teacher and, in interviews and informal exchanges, 
this friction was found to be a point of concern for both the teacher and the 
students.  
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However, when some of these students spoke in interview about mainstream 
classes, they spoke of competition in terms of past learning experiences rather 
than in terms of their experiences in the new learning environment. This may 
have implied that their expectations were changing in their new learning 
environment when they were attending mainstream classes. When the South 
Sudanese students were in the majority in the class, their shared experience of 
competitive schooling may have been influencing their participation. However, 
differences in student participation corresponding to changing expectations were 
not observed in the area of competitive selection. The identified schema may 
have been changing gradually, and a more longitudinal study may have 
uncovered a higher degree of change. 
 
In addition, even if classes were multicultural, the students’ expectation that they 
were to compete against their peers in class was not always found to be changing 
despite the lack of congruence with teachers’ expectations. In the TAFE group, 
students’ forms of participation which were taken to demonstrate a schema of 
competitive selection were not found to be dissimilar to many other students’ 
forms of participation in the multicultural classrooms. For example, most of the 
students in the multicultural classrooms were observed to participate in class by 
competitively demonstrating their knowledge, and this form of participation was 
observed to be tolerated by the teachers.  
 
Finally, in the university group, students were found to expect teachers to closely 
monitor students’ behaviour. This expectation was not congruent with the finding 
that teachers expected students to be responsible for their own behaviour. The   369
schema identified as relating to the students’ expectation that their behaviour 
would be closely monitored was the schema of obedience to teachers. Changes in 
this schema, taken to be observable through corresponding changes in the 
students’ forms of participation, were not observed, and this may have been 
linked to classroom routines. Classroom routines in the university group, such as 
punctuality, attendance and restricted mobile phone use were found to be 
relatively un-enforced. This allowed many students to react to their unmet 
expectations by not observing these routines. In this case, the inferred schema of 
obedience to the teacher could be retained because teachers were not found to be 
enforcing obedience to the extent to which the students reported themselves in 
interview to be accustomed. In other words, students appeared to be able to 
disregard classroom routines without viewing themselves as ‘disobedient’ to the 
teacher. 
 
Therefore, the reciprocal press between the social and cross-cultural sources of 
influence could be taken to occur in terms of opportunities to develop cultural 
schemas compatible with the new learning environment. On the whole, students’ 
development or lack of development of new cultural schemas related to their 
learning appeared to be linked to opportunities. This focus on the reciprocal press 
between the social and cross-cultural sources of influence concludes the 
discussion on the major findings. The strengths and limitations of the systemic 
model of participation, presented as the interpretative framework of the study in 
Chapter Four, are addressed in the next section. 
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THE SYSTEMIC MODEL OF PARTICIPATION 
A systemic model of participation in cross-cultural learning environments, 
adapted from McCaslin’s (in press) co-regulation model of emergent identity, 
was used to examine South Sudanese students’ participation in three adult 
Australian learning environments. However, some potential limitations were 
noted over the course of the data collection and analysis. The discussion below 
incorporates the most conspicuous strengths and limitations of the model. 
 
Strengths of the Model 
The greatest strength of the systemic model of participation was considered to be 
the approach taken to address validity. Due to the research design, the researcher 
is confident that the model reflects the main aim of the study: to explore the 
major influences on South Sudanese student participation in adult Australian 
learning environments. As Kirk and Miller (1986, p.20) point out, “validity is the 
degree to which the finding is interpreted in a correct way”. The ethnographic 
participant observation of the research design allowed the researcher to spend 
time observing for emerging themes before designing and refining the model 
with theories which engaged with and made sense of these themes. As well as 
using different theories to refine the model, further observations, a focus group, 
interviews and informal exchanges conducted throughout data collection and 
analysis were used. As a result, data was not forced to fit a theoretical model – a 
theoretical model was developed to make sense of the data. This approach was 
taken due to the limited research on South Sudanese students’ participation in 
Australian learning environments at the time the present study was conducted. 
   371
Next, the systemic model of participation was found to be an effective way to 
frame the research because it allowed for a systemic approach to the exploration 
of student participation in cross-cultural learning environments. The systemic 
nature of the model is identified as a strength because this approach highlights 
the complexity of everyday student participation in cross-cultural classrooms. It 
provides a way of investigating this complexity in a meaningful way by isolating 
different sources of influence on student participation, as well as acknowledging 
the dynamics among these sources of influence.  
 
The definition of participation was considered to be a further strength of the 
model because the aspects of participation which were being examined through 
the different sources of influence were clear in the definition. Wenger’s (1998) 
definition of participation as involving both ‘action’ and ‘connection’ was 
employed, and participation was viewed in terms of engagement in present 
practices (action), and also in terms of the way engagement in past practices 
influence present practices (connection). This definition provided a distinction 
between the social source of influence, which was explored in terms of action, 
and the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence, which were explored in 
terms of connection. The tensions and overlap between the social source of 
influence and the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence could then be 
included through the reciprocal press relationship discussed in the previous 
section. 
 
Another strength of the model was understood to be the separation of the cross-
cultural and cultural sources of influence. This separation allowed an   372
examination of change in the case of the cross-cultural source of influence and 
negotiation in the case of the cultural source of influence. Participation in past 
practices was seen potentially to constrain present engagement through cultural 
schemas, or intersubjectively shared frameworks of ideas (D’Andrade, 1987, 
1995), which were taken to be used by the students to interpret their new learning 
environment. By examining expectations in the cross-cultural source of 
influence, variations in attachment to schemas identified as relating to students’ 
expectations formed during past learning practices could be examined through 
students’ forms of participation in present practices. By examining self construal 
in the cultural source of influence, ways in which students negotiated an inferred 
fundamental cultural schema could be investigated
4. Again, overlap and tensions 
between these two sources of influence could be conceptualised through the 
reciprocal press relationship indicated in the model. 
 
A final strength of the model was understood to lie in the conceptualisation of the 
relationships between each source of influence and student participation. The 
cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence were considered to affect student 
participation through identity-in-practice, and the social source of influence 
through teacher-student agency. The notion of identity-in-practice as students’ 
experience of themselves in particular practices was a useful element in the 
model because it incorporated the ideas of degree of attachment and negotiation 
into an investigation of cultural schemas. Identity-in-practice indicated how the 
cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence could be conceptualised to 
                                                 
4 This aspect of the model works on Markus and Kitayama’s (1991, 2003) assumption 
that seeing oneself in relation to others (interdependent) or seeing oneself as autonomous 
(independent) is a fundamental aspect of one’s self understanding. This assumption is 
supported by a relatively large body of literature (e.g., Heine, 2003; Iyengar and Devoe, 
2003; Dweck and Leggett, 1988).    373
influence student participation. The focus was on the students and how they were 
able to change or negotiate their past forms of participation in the present 
learning environment. This was taken from Wenger’s (1998) view that students’ 
experience of themselves is formed in past as well as present practices.  
 
The notion of teacher-student agency was also understood to be a useful way of 
conceptualising the relationship between the social source of influence and 
participation. It was considered to be useful due to its incorporation of the ideas 
of co-regulation and transformation into the dynamics of teacher-student and 
student-student interactions. Co-regulation was employed according to 
McCaslin’s (2004, in press) view of teachers and students mutually “challenging, 
shaping and guiding” outcomes. This reciprocity could then be conceptualised in 
terms of Giddens’ (1979) two-way power relations in agency, since the inclusion 
of an idea of power relations takes into account an unequal distribution of 
opportunity to affect outcomes. Teacher-student agency was therefore considered 
to be useful in an exploration of how opportunities in the social source of 
influence affected student participation.  
 
In sum, the approach taken in the model to address issues of validity was 
considered to be its main strength. The systemic approach of the systemic model 
of participation was understood to be a further strength, and each element of the 
model was carefully considered in relation to the other elements in the model. 
The model was developed as a meaningful way to frame research into the 
dynamics of everyday student participation in cross-cultural classrooms. 
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Possible Limitations of the Model 
However, possible limitations of the model are also acknowledged. First, it is 
recognised that taking a systemic approach to student participation in cross-
cultural learning environments allowed less micro level analysis of the process of 
change. For example, the modification of teaching and learning practices as a 
result of opportunities was examined in the social source of influence, but the 
degree of change in these practices was not analysed. Also, the degree of change 
in students’ inferred attachments to particular cultural schema examined in both 
the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence, or how these schemas may 
have been contextualised, were not analysed in depth. Further analysis of the 
process of the changes noted would require new interpretative models, and is 
discussed in the section which considers future directions for the research. 
 
Next, the systemic model of participation does not take into account other ways 
the sources of influence could be observed. Expectations, self construal, and 
opportunities were used to infer the cross-cultural, cultural, and social sources of 
influence in the model because these were found to be a way to discuss the three 
sources of influence on South Sudanese students’ participation in three Australian 
learning environments in particular. As a result of the design of the research 
mentioned earlier as the main strength of the model, this way of inferring the 
sources of influence arose from a situated study. The elements used to infer the 
sources of influence were assumed to be useful for other studies on student 
participation in cross-cultural learning, and the model was therefore referred to as 
a systemic model of student participation in cross-cultural learning environments. 
However, transferability may be seen as a possible limitation of the model   375
without further research to assess the relevance of the elements to different 
cultural groups of students in different cross-cultural environments.  
 
A further limitation of the model may have also been the way theoretical 
perspectives helped to interpret the data. For example, the concept of agency was 
employed to examine the dynamics of social interactions rather than focusing on 
individual agents. Giddens’ (1979) sociological theory of agency was used due to 
his emphasis on interaction, but McCaslin’s (2004, in press) conceptualisation of 
co-regulation was also used, and she focuses on the theorisation of the individual 
from a sociocultural perspective (see McCaslin, 2004). In the present study co-
regulation was taken to be compatible with a focus on interactions and outcomes 
of interactions, but co-regulation was not linked to Vygotsky’s zone of proximal 
development, as it is for McCaslin (ibid.)
5.  
 
A blurring of distinction between cultural schemas, identity and participation is 
another illustration of possible limitations to the interpretation of the data. In 
Chapter Six it is acknowledged that D’Andrade (1995, p.132) views cultural 
schemas as the way in which people “represent, understand and evaluate” 
behavioural norms of social roles. However, cultural schemas, or models, are also 
understood as cultural prototypes, and people as cultural representatives to a 
greater or lesser degree (Markus and Kitayama, 2003). This latter idea appears to 
allow a conceptualisation of cultural schemas as intersubjectively shared (and 
learned) experiences which people may then represent, understand and evaluate 
in different ways. If cultural schemas are understood as cultural prototypes, a 
                                                 
5 McCaslin’s conceptualisation of co-regulation was discussed in Chapter Three.   376
conceptualisation of identity-in-practice is useful for the examination of ways in 
which cultural schemas may manifest in particular individuals in particular 
practices. However, an examination of identity through observed and reported 
forms of participation does not necessarily represent students’ own reified 
understandings of themselves, or the way others reify them. 
 
Next, the lack of a separate personal source of influence on student participation 
may also be taken as a limitation of the model. McCaslin’s (in press) co-
regulation model of emergent identity included a personal source of influence 
and, as discussed in Chapter Four, this source of influence was spread across the 
cross-cultural, cultural and social sources of influence in the systemic model of 
participation. Other perspectives on participation may emphasise personal 
elements within the individual which are separate from those (cultural) elements 
deriving from participation in the practices of a particular group of people. For 
example, McCaslin (in press) views participation as central to her 
conceptualisation of identity and separates a personal source of influence from 
cultural and social sources of influence in her identity model. Bandura (1986, 
2001) also highlights personal elements in his definition of agency as 
“embod[ying] the endowments, belief systems, self-regulatory capabilities and 
distributed structures and functions through which personal influence [is] 
exercised, rather than residing as a discrete entity in a particular place” (2001, 
p.2). Factors such as endowments and self-regulatory capabilities can be 
conceptualised as personal rather than cultural. A personal source of influence on 
the systemic model of participation may have been used to explore ways in which   377
students’ traits and dispositions interrelated with the other sources of influence to 
affect student participation. 
 
The final assumed limitation of the systemic model of participation is not a 
limitation of the actual model, but rather concerns the way the model was 
interpreted. As indicated by the two-sided arrows in Figure 3 and 4, the 
relationships between each source of influence and student participation are bi-
directional. The sources of influence are conceptualised to influence student 
participation, and student participation is also conceptualised to impact on further 
expectations, self construal and opportunities. The bi-directional nature of these 
relationships was not emphasised during the interpretation of the findings: The 
interpretation focused on the ways in which the three sources of influence 
affected student participation. In order to explore the dynamics of the students’ 
participation in even greater depth, this ‘bi-directionality’ would need to be 
highlighted. 
 
Therefore, it is acknowledged that there may be more than one approach to 
framing an empirical study of South Sudanese student participation in adult 
Australian learning environments, and also alternative ways of interpreting the 
findings. However, the limitations are considered to give opportunities for future 
research, and research directions are outlined after the next section on 
methodological choices made in the study. 
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METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES AND LIMITATIONS 
In this research on South Sudanese student participation in three adult Australian 
learning environments the systemic model of participation used to interpret the 
findings of the study was not known in the initial stages of fieldwork. 
Methodological choices were made so that a model could be designed and further 
refined during the fieldwork. The research questions could then be both 
formulated, refined and later addressed in response to the data. Specific reasons 
behind design choices are given in Chapter Five. However, there were found to 
be some limitations in the way the research was designed and conducted, and 
these limitations were found in three main areas: the use of qualitative research 
methods, the sampling decisions made, and the length of time over which the 
study was conducted.  
 
Use of Qualitative Research Methods 
The qualitative methods used in this research included a triangulation of 
ethnographic participant observation, interviews and focus group interview. As 
discussed in Chapter Five, these methods were chosen because they suited 
Geertz’ (1973) notion of “thick” or detailed description. In the case of this study, 
the detailed description focused on the South Sudanese students’ everyday 
participation across three distinct learning environments. The ethnographic 
participant observation which supplied the majority of the detailed description 
was then cross-referenced and expanded upon in the focus group and interviews. 
Participant observation allowed data to be collected in an unstructured way in the 
beginning, and then allowed data collection to become more and more structured 
as the systemic model of participation was refined. As Liamputtong and Ezzy   379
(2005) point out, qualitative methods such as participant observation, interviews 
and focus groups allow a mixed inductive and deductive approach
6, and this was 
a main reason why the methods were used in the study. In other words, the 
research questions could both emerge and be addressed during the course of the 
fieldwork. As argued by Schön (1996), setting the ‘right’ problems or questions 
is just as important as finding answers, and this was particularly important given 
the cross-cultural nature of the study, and also the lack of previous research in the 
area. 
 
However, there were some limitations to the use of these qualitative methods. 
First, observations and interviews could not be directly compared and contrasted 
across groups and learning environments because observation and interview data 
were not collected in exactly the same manner either across or within the groups. 
These differences arose as a result of differences in the learning environments 
and also differences in the researcher’s access to the participants. The differences 
could also be linked to opportunistic sampling decisions discussed in the next 
section. For example, the researcher had the opportunity to observe the women’s 
community group and university group for significantly longer than she was able 
to observe the TAFE group. Opportunities to observe for longer periods of time 
in the women’s community group and the university group were taken, and the 
researcher’s previous (and extensive) experience teaching adult South Sudanese 
students in the TAFE system was thought to redress any imbalance. Nevertheless, 
it was found to be difficult to incorporate the researcher’s prior knowledge into 
                                                 
6 As discussed in Chapter Five, a mixed inductive and abductive approach can be 
conceptualised as an abductive approach (e.g., Holloway, 1997; Blaikie, 2000; Trayers et 
al., 2006).   380
the formal study. The researcher had not written down her reflections during her 
experience of teaching South Sudanese students in a TAFE context and, due to 
the passage of time, these reflections were difficult to analyse critically. 
Therefore, the study was primarily based on data collected during formal 
fieldwork. 
 
Another reason why direct comparison was problematic was due to the 
differences in education levels and English fluency among, and also within, the 
three groups. For example, the university participants were able to reflect on their 
own learning as a result of their high level of education. Very few of the students 
in the women’s community group and TAFE group were able to reflect on their 
own learning to the same degree
7. That is to say, the data collected on the cross-
cultural and cultural sources of influence in particular was sometimes more in 
depth with respect to the university group. Therefore, it could also be said that a 
methodological limitation of the interviews was that more data was generated by 
the university group. This may be understood as bias in that the three groups and 
learning environments were not being represented equally in the data.  
 
Nevertheless, during data analysis, an attempt was made to focus on each 
learning environment to the same extent. Listening to the reflective comments of 
the university participants was taken as a way to increase the validity of data 
collected for the university group rather than as a way to position this group as 
the main focus. Validity was taken to refer to the ‘correctness’ of the 
                                                 
7  Some students in the other two groups were very educated, however, and showed 
significant reflection in interview. This was particularly apparent with two tertiary 
educated Nuba students in the TAFE group interviews. 
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interpretation of data (Kirk and Miller, 1986). Consequently, as much data as 
possible was collected in order to develop a clearer understanding of the 
perspectives of the research participants.  
 
Finally, due to the unstructured ethnographic nature of the research, a focus 
group could only be organised in the university learning environment. This may 
be seen as a limitation of the study: The focus group could not be directly 
compared with data from focus groups in the other two groups and learning 
environments. However, data gained was seen as useful additional data, and was 
interpreted in terms of patterns of behaviour observed across the university 
group, and also across the other two groups. 
 
In sum, observations, interviews and focus groups were conducted in ways which 
were seen to be most appropriate for the participants and also most useful for 
gaining an understanding of South Sudanese students’ experience from their 
point of view. This follows Spradley’s (1979) advice to focus on ‘walking in the 
shoes’ of research participants in ethnographic research. The flexible approach to 
data collection did not allow the kind of direct comparisons that a top-down 
approach might have allowed, but was chosen for reasons of validity, or the 
richness of the generated data. Validity and reliability issues are discussed in the 
next section on sampling decisions. 
 
Sampling Decisions 
Sampling decisions were based first on criterion and then on opportunistic 
sampling. These sampling decisions were informed by Patton’s (2002) definition   382
of criterion and opportunistic sampling, or sampling based on specific criteria and 
opportunity. The criteria for the sample in the present study were that the student 
participants were all originally from South Sudan and they had only been in 
Australia, or any other non-African country, for five years or less. Once these 
criteria were in place, unexpected opportunities to be a participant-observer in a 
women’s community group, a university group and a TAFE group were 
instrumental in collecting rich data on adult South Sudanese participation in 
Australian learning environments. The opportunity to collect data across three 
learning environments was a strength of the methodology since it was possible to 
investigate similarities in the cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence 
affecting student participation across different learning environments, and also 
investigate how opportunities generated in the different learning environments 
were influencing participation. 
 
Although these sampling decisions catered to issues of validity through 
opportunities to collect rich data, there were certain reliability issues created by 
the decisions. The decision to take advantage of the opportunity to develop a 
rapport with many of the participants is a case in point. Opportunities to conduct 
fieldwork across three groups also included the opportunity to develop rapport 
with the participants. Developing this rapport was seen as necessary to make the 
data more valid, or ‘true’ to the participants’ experiences. This rapport was also 
seen to increase the validity of the data in that it increased the exposure the 
researcher had to the university participants in particular as these students came 
to see her voluntarily.  
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Furthermore, an established rapport assisted the researcher in asking the 
participants the ‘right’ questions and in paying attention to emerging themes. 
Spradley (1979) discusses the importance of attempting to understand reality 
from the participants’ perspective (see also Filstead, 1970; Acker et al., 1991), 
and the researcher’s approach was understood to strengthen the validity of the 
research for this reason. Once rapport had developed, the researcher could talk to 
participants in one environment about issues arising within that environment, or 
in another environment, and get feedback on these issues. This type of feedback 
then helped to inform the questions formulated for interview and also subsequent 
observations.  
 
However, a focus on rapport has implications for reliability, according to 
Oakley’s (1981) argument that the development of rapport with participants is 
not compatible with direct comparisons between participants. Babbie’s (2005, 
p.145) definition of reliability as a “quality of measurement method that suggests 
that the same data would have been collected each time in repeated observations 
of the same phenomenon” indicates that direct comparisons between participants 
would have made the data more reliable. Developing rapport with participants 
was found to make it difficult to collect the same data in the same way from all 
participants in order to investigate a particular theme because interactions were 
personalised. This finding supports Oakley’s argument. The study consequently 
aimed to interpret the findings in terms of patterns which were seen to emerge 
rather than to make direct comparisons.  
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Finally, the issue of gender confounding the findings was the most significant 
perceived limitation of the opportunistic sampling. The university group was 
entirely male and the women’s community group entirely female. As a result, 
differences in findings could not be entirely attributed to education level or other 
salient themes in the data, and interpretations had to be tentative. The TAFE 
group was a relatively even mix of male and female and was used for cross-
referencing, but this was not always possible. These instances are highlighted in 
the results chapters. In addition, differences in age amongst the student 
participants may be construed as a limitation of the criterion sampling. However, 
this was not found to be as significant as the issue of gender since there were 
found to be more similarities than differences among the age groups in terms of 
the expectations, cultural schemas and opportunities under study. Again, 
interpretations of the data were given tentatively in terms of age where 
differences did arise.  
 
Length of Time the Study was Conducted 
The final issue with respect to possible limitations of the methodology is that the 
study may have given richer results had it been more longitudinal. For example, 
the influence of time on changes to inferred cultural schemas in the cross-cultural 
source of influence was beginning to become apparent over the course of the 
fieldwork. In order to capture this change effectively, conducting the research 
over the full course of the students’ time spent in the particular learning 
environment would have been useful. Nevertheless, the research had been 
designed primarily as ethnographic participant-observation, and it was not   385
possible to follow this intensive design for a period of up to four years as a result 
of both access and funding constraints.  
 
The above issue could be seen as a limitation of the methodology in that Lincoln 
and Guba (1985) cite redundancy, or terminating observation and interviews 
when no new information is forthcoming, as a significant criterion for validity. 
Redundancy was not found to occur with regards to the changes in inferred 
cultural schemas. However, given the dynamic nature of student participation in 
cross-cultural learning environments, it was considered to be very difficult to 
uphold Lincoln and Guba’s validity criterion. As mentioned earlier, efforts were 
made to increase the validity of the study during the course of extensive 
fieldwork. Although the fact that the research was not conducted as a longitudinal 
study may be viewed as a methodological limitation, it may also be viewed as 
opening up new directions and possibilities for future research. 
 
DIRECTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 
This research can be used in many ways. Because the systemic model of 
participation framing the study offers a systemic framework for conceptualising 
major influences on student participation in cross-cultural learning environments, 
it can be used as an entry point for further research on the different elements 
presented in the model. The model itself may also be modified and expanded. In 
addition, the research was undertaken in order to learn how to teach adult South 
Sudanese students in Australia more effectively. The research may therefore have 
implications for teachers. 
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Future Research Directions 
Possible future research directions include use of the systemic model of 
participation in further research, and broader development of the model. 
Although the reader may use her/his own discretion to decide how future research 
can be developed from the present study, some examples are given below
8.  
 
First, the systemic model of participation may be used to extend empirical studies 
on other groups of students studying in cross-cultural learning environments. For 
example, Volet’s (1999) research on the degree of congruence between the 
expectations of Confucian Heritage Culture (CHC) students studying in an 
Australian university and staff and teachers in the university was used to develop 
the cross-cultural source of influence in the systemic model of participation. 
Research with a similar focus to Volet’s study could be extended to incorporate 
social and cultural sources of influence as well as a cross-cultural source of 
influence. This could be done in order to provide a systemic framework of 
student participation in Australian learning environments (or other cross-cultural 
learning environments) for different cultural groups.  
 
Second, the systemic model of participation could include more specific student 
groups in cross-cultural learning environments. The model could help to generate 
new research questions specific to gender or age groups in cross-cultural learning 
environments, for example. In the cultural source of influence, an inferred 
                                                 
8 Since at the time the study was conducted there was a gap in the research on South 
Sudanese students’ participation in Australian learning environments, this research 
aimed to give a holistic view of student participation. As a result of this approach, there 
are many further research directions. If it has been noted earlier in the chapter that 
findings in the study would be worthy of further research, those cases are not repeated in 
this section.   387
strength of attachment to the cultural schema of interdependent self construal for 
male and female students could be compared. Possible research questions may 
be: To what degree do female South Sudanese students demonstrate an 
interdependent self construal through a focus on relationships, and how does this 
compare or contrast with male students’ demonstration of an interdependent self 
construal? Does a focus on relationships influence male and female students’ 
participation differently? Gender and age were not explored in the present study, 
and these areas are worthy of further research.   
 
There is also significant scope for further research within the sources of 
influence. For example, an analysis of the permanence and degree of change in 
teaching and learning practices in the social source of influence, and an 
exploration of students’ inferred attachments to particular cultural schemas in the 
cross-cultural and cultural sources of influence are potential areas of future 
research. For example, analysis within the cultural source of influence at a more 
micro level may include an investigation of different ways that the inferred 
cultural schema of interdependent self construal manifests in different African 
cultural groups, such as the South Sudanese. In the present study interdependent 
self construal was inferred through a strong focus on relationships. However, 
some features found to be associated with an interdependent self construal were 
not observed in the students’ forms of participation in the present study. For 
example, the Japanese concept of hansei, or self-criticism, is associated with an 
interdependent self construal (e.g., Heine et al., 2001; Lewis, 1995), but self-
criticism was not a significant feature of South Sudanese students’ observed 
forms of participation. The way in which inferred interdependent self construal   388
influences students in different cultural groups is a topic worthy of further 
research.  
 
Next, the inclusion of a personal source of influence in the systemic model of 
participation may be a way of expanding research in the area of student 
participation in cross-cultural learning environments in general. Ways in which a 
personal source of influence interrelates with cross-cultural, cultural and social 
sources of influence would provide an even more holistic understanding of 
student participation in cross-cultural learning. This source of influence could be 
conceptualised in many ways. For example, it could be considered in terms of 
McCaslin’s (in press) understanding of the personal source of influence, which 
she explores using sociocultural conceptualisations of biology, dispositions and 
readiness. The source of influence could also be developed using Bandura’s 
(1986, 2001) notion of self regulatory capabilities. The examination of the 
personal source of influence in a cross-cultural study on student participation 
would dramatically increase the complexity of the study, but would be useful in 
getting a truly holistic view of student participation.  
 
Finally, even broader implications for the research may be speculated. The study 
focused on student participation in cross-cultural learning environments, but 
Wenger’s (1998) conceptualisation of participation as both engagement in 
present practices, and the influence of engagement in past practices on that 
present engagement was adopted. Wenger’s understanding of participation is not 
limited to student participation, however. Therefore, there are potential   389
applications for the systemic approach to student participation in other cross-
cultural contexts, such as workplaces and different organisations.  
 
In sum, in this section suggestions have been made for ways in which the 
systemic model of student participation in cross-cultural learning environments 
could be used to promote further research. The present study also has 
implications for teachers. 
 
Implications for Teachers  
There are many reasons why this research may be considered significant for 
teachers. The findings of the study provide a perspective on adult South Sudanese 
learners in Australia and may assist teachers to reflect on the needs of their South 
Sudanese students. The research also provides a systemic framework which has 
the potential to facilitate teacher reflection on student participation in any cross-
cultural learning environment.  
 
First, the study provides a way of reflecting on how adult students from a South 
Sudanese background may participate more effectively in Australian learning 
environments. Student participation in cross-cultural learning is a complex issue. 
Nevertheless, the results of the study promote reflection on ways in which 
teachers in Australian learning environments can facilitate learning among their 
adult South Sudanese students, and also ways in which different learning 
environments can provide opportunities for the students to develop new learning 
practices themselves.  
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Further, the research findings can help to inform teachers of students’ cultural 
schemas, inferred through the students’ forms of participation, which appear to 
be more subject to change, such as the schema of teacher dependence in a 
university environment. The findings also show which inferred schemas may 
require negotiation, such as interdependent self construal. This schema was 
inferred through the South Sudanese students’ demonstrated strong focus on 
interpersonal relationships. For example, in the latter case in the present study, 
teachers appeared to be able to help students through teacher-student co-
operation in the development of relationships. Finally, teacher reflection with a 
focus on co-regulation allows an understanding of both teachers and students as 
transformative, or agents of change. A focus on co-regulation allows culture to be 
viewed as a dynamic process rather than a static entity, and students’ identity in 
specific learning practices, and subsequent forms of participation, can be 
understood to be constantly undergoing change and negotiation (to differing 
degrees) as a result of opportunity. 
 
A Cross-Cultural Framework for Teacher Trainers 
As mentioned, the present study was undertaken in order to help a teacher (the 
researcher) reflect on how to teach a South Sudanese group of students more 
effectively. Since this objective was achieved through the development of the 
present study’s systemic model of participation, the model may have an 
application in the area of teacher training. Difficulties involved in the 
identification of a holistic framework which could be used to develop teacher 
training in cross-cultural education became apparent to the researcher while 
teaching at a TAFE Technical College. During her time at the College, the   391
researcher was asked to develop a cross-cultural module for teacher training 
purposes. The trainees were learning how to teach English as a Second Language 
(ESL) to adults. The module focused on the learning styles of students from 
different cultures, but the literature used to develop the module focused on 
cultural influences on student participation without taking into account either 
cross-cultural or social influences. Should the researcher be requested to develop 
a cross-cultural module for teacher trainers again, she would apply the systemic 
model of participation of the present study to promote more situated teacher 
reflection.  
 
CONCLUSION 
This research on participation in cross-cultural learning took place at the time the 
Australian Government made the decision, allegedly based on cultural 
differences and educational background, to reduce the Sudanese refugee intake 
into Australia (Andrews, 2007). The study’s exploration of cross-cultural, social 
and cultural influences on adult South Sudanese student participation in three 
Australian learning environments demonstrated teachers’ and students’ ability to 
modify teaching and learning practices, and both teachers and students are at the 
front line in terms of addressing the issues of concern to the Government. 
Negotiation of students’ identity demonstrated the dynamic nature of cultural 
difference. Students’ positioning of education as critical, and teachers’ 
willingness to reflect on student learning were both found to facilitate education.  
With appropriate support, teachers can continue to address issues of cultural  
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difference and educational background as they manifest in everyday student   
participation. With appropriate opportunities, the Sudanese students under 
discussion can demonstrate their resilience and thirst for education. Teaching 
these students, and learning from them, has been a pleasure. 
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PARTICIPANTS IN DETAIL 
 
University Group 
 
Students 
Name Ethnic  Group Age  (approx.)* Observed Interviewed  In Focus Group 
Matthew Dinka  Early  twenties Yes  Yes  Yes 
Mike Dinka  Early  twenties  Yes  Yes  Yes 
Peter Dinka  Early  twenties  Yes  Yes  Yes 
Morgan Dinka  Forties  Yes  Yes  Yes 
Sam Dinka  Forties  Yes Yes  Yes 
Daniel Bari    Forties  Yes  Yes  Yes 
Paul Dinka  Twenties  Yes No  Yes 
Anthony Dinka  Twenties  Yes  No  Yes 
Steve Dinka  Thirties  No  No  Yes 
Charles Dinka  Twenties  Yes  No  Yes 
Chris Dinka  Twenties  Yes  No  Yes 
 
 
Teachers  
Name Ethnic  Group Age  (approx.)* Observed Interviewed 
Anne Australian  Late  fifties No Yes 
Craig Australian  Late fifties  No  Yes 
Marilyn  New Zealander  Late fifties  Yes  Yes 
Libby Zimbabwe  Sixties  No  Yes 
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TAFE Group 
 
Students 
Name Ethnic  Group Age  (approx.) Observed  In Group Interview 
Clive Dinka  Early  thirties  Yes Yes 
Oliver** Darfur  Early  thirties  Yes  Yes 
Geoff Dinka  Twenties  Yes Yes 
Emil Nuba  Thirties  Yes  Yes 
Fiona Nuba  Late  thirties  Yes Yes 
Nigel Nuba  Late  thirties  Yes Yes 
Neil Dinka  Late  forties  Yes  Yes 
Lucy Nuer  Mid-forties  Yes  Yes 
Bridget Nuer  Mid-thirties  No  Yes 
 
 
Teachers 
Name Ethnic  Group Age  (approx.) Observed  In Group Interview 
Abby New  Zealander  Fifties  Yes Yes 
Cameron Australian  Late  forties Yes  Yes 
Vicky Australian  Twenties  Yes Yes 
Damien Australian  Fifties  No  Yes 
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Women’s Community Group 
 
Students 
Name Ethnic  Group Age  (approx.) Observed Interviewed 
Angela Bari    Forties  Yes  Yes 
Fran Nuba Thirties  Yes Yes 
Lisa Nuba Thirties  Yes Yes 
Judith Bari    Forties  Yes  Yes 
Sally Bari    Late  thirties  Yes  Yes 
Joan Bari   Fifties Yes Yes 
Rachel Bari    Forties  Yes    Yes 
Jane Bari   Thirties  Yes No 
Paula Bari    Fifties  Yes  No 
Fiona*** Nuba  Late  thirties  Yes  No 
Gloria Nuba  Thirties Yes  No 
Margaret Nuba  Thirties  Yes  No 
Dinah Bari    Thirties Yes  No 
Molly Nuba  Twenties  Yes  No 
Alice Bari    Twenties  Yes  No 
Linda Nuba  Twenties  Yes  No 
Nora Nuba Twenties  Yes  No 
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Volunteer Teachers 
Name Ethnic  Group Age  (approx.) Observed  In Group Interview 
Jean Australian  Sixties  Yes  Yes 
Barbara Australian  Fifties  Yes  No 
Sandra Alaskan  Twenties Yes  Yes 
Mandy Australian Sixties  Yes  No 
Betty  Sri  Lankan Twenties Yes  Yes 
Deborah  Sri  Lankan Twenties Yes  No 
 
 
* Approximate age is given for all participants because most South Sudanese 
participants reported that they did not know their exact age. In the present study, 
conclusions were often drawn in terms of older and younger students.  
 
** Oliver was a former refugee from Darfur in Western Sudan. He is included here 
because he attended the interview. He was not included in the study, however, since 
he was not from South Sudan. 
 
*** Fiona attended both the TAFE group and the women’s community group. She 
was interviewed in the TAFE group. 
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CONSENT FORMS 
 
TAFE Group Consent Forms 
 
Observed Classes 
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TAFE Group Preliteracy Class Taught by the Researcher 
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Women’s Community Group Consent Form 
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University Group Consent Form 
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Appendix C
 
 
FOCUS GROUP AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
University Focus Group Questions 
1.  Was [the four week alternative entry program into university] useful to you? 
Why/why not? 
2.  What are the issues that first year students have to confront when thinking about 
university studies?  Why do you think these issues exist? 
3.  From what you have heard from other Sudanese students who have been at 
university, what are the challenges that they have faced at university? Why did 
they see them as challenges? 
4.  Do you feel that people from South Sudan form a community in Perth? Why/ 
why not? 
5.  If you feel that there is a South Sudanese community, how would you describe 
it? Why would you describe it in this way? 
6.  What does your community think about people studying at university? Why do 
they think this? 
7.  What supports are available to Sudanese university students? In your immediate 
community? In the wider community? At university? 
8.  Do you think there would be any reason why a Sudanese student wouldn’t access 
this support? 
9.  How many students do you know who are studying at Murdoch University – not 
counting those from the UniAccess program? 
10. What are the advantages and disadvantages of having a wide network of friends 
at university and why? 
 
 
Interview Questions 
 
Interview Questions for Women’s Community Group 
1.  Are you Nuba? Bari? 
2.  How many years of schooling have you done, both in Africa and Australia? How 
big were the classes? Did you have a lot of interaction with your teachers in class 
/ outside of class? 
3.  Why do you come to this group? If there were new women coming to the group, 
what would you tell them? 
4.  Do you think studying in this community group is different from studying 
Certificate I / II in TAFE? Why / why not? 
5.  Do you have specific objectives for learning English; for example, learning how 
to drive, learning English in order to do a specific job, learning how to talk to 
Australian friends? If so, what are they?   340
6.  Do you think your level of English has improved since you started these classes? 
How can you tell? 
7.  Do you ever feel frustrated at your level of English? If so, how do you deal with 
your frustration? 
8.  What do you expect from a teacher? 
9.  What do you think of students doing these things: (These sentences will be on 
cards) 
a.  A student asks the teacher a lot of questions, which are relevant to the 
lesson, during class 
b.  A student challenges the teacher on a statement s/he makes in the course 
of the lesson 
c.  A student tells the teacher that they prefer to work alone rather than in a 
group 
d.  A student sees that other students in the group need help with their work 
and spontaneously gives them support / advice (probe if needed: should 
they have asked the teacher if it was OK to do that?) 
e.  A student asks another student for help during class 
f.  A student tries to stop another student from doing or saying something 
that would disrupt the class 
g.  A student gives the teacher feedback on how the class is going 
      ** Which of these have you also observed in your prior education back home? 
10. Now I have a set of cards with some possible class activities.  Could you please 
let me know which of those have been used in these community classes? Once 
they have made their choice, ask: Which have you found the most useful to help 
you learn and why?  Is there anything missing / other activities that you found 
useful?  Memorizing things? Moving around while I am learning? Seeing 
pictures with reading material? Copying someone who knows? Asking 
questions? Singing / chanting? Learning by doing? Having conversations in 
English? Learning in a group? Learning one-to-one? Learning with a mentor who 
can speak Arabic? Listening to stories? Telling stories? The teacher providing the 
information by standing up and telling me?  
** Which ones were also used in your prior education back home? 
11. Does only having women in this group make a difference to your learning? 
12. Do you know all the women who come to the community group? If so, how? 
13. Do you find that people in Perth take an interest in who you are? Have people in 
Perth told you about themselves? Are you interested if they do? 
14. Do you feel a strong sense of community with Nuba / Bari people? Would you 
call yourself South Sudanese? Do you now feel Australian? 
15. Is there anything you would like to add or to ask me? 
 
Interview Questions for Volunteer Teachers 
1.  How did you hear about this community group? 
2.  What made you decide to volunteer to do this work? How do you see your work 
in relation to other learning opportunities the women have? 
3.  Are you interested in the Sudanese in particular, or would you volunteer to teach 
any group? Why?   341
4.  Would you help out / are you helping out in the Sudanese community in any 
other ways? Why? 
5.  In an ideal world, given the resources, how would you like to teach the women? 
(reframe this question a few times to get more material) 
6.  How do you see this community group in five years’ time? (i.e., objectives for 
group) 
7.  What do you really like about teaching these women? Why? 
8.  What have you found works well when you are teaching the group? Why do you 
think it works well? 
9.  What is difficult about teaching this group? Why do you think it is difficult? 
10. What prior experiences (can be informal) have you had which help you to teach? 
11. Have the women taught you anything? If so, what? 
12. Does anything surprise you about the women? (ie go against what you were 
expecting?) 
13. My research is on expectations that these South Sudanese women bring to the 
classroom and how these expectations affect participation. Is there anything you 
would like to add on that topic? 
14. Is there anything you would like to add or to ask me? 
 
 
Interview Questions for University Group 
1.  Are you Dinka? Bari? 
2.  How many years of schooling have you done, both in Africa and Australia? How 
big were the classes? Did you have a lot of interaction with your teachers in class 
/ outside of class? 
3.  What do you expect to get out of your university course? 
4.  Did you study Certificate IV in TAFE? If so, do you think studying your course 
at university is different from studying Certificate IV? Why / why not? 
5.  I’ve noticed that there are only men in our tutorial. Why do you think this is the 
case? Do you think it makes a difference to the class? (probe: to your learning)? 
6.  Have other students in your classes taken an interest in who you are? Tell me 
about it. (Probe: Do you like it when they do?) What about you? Have other 
students told you about themselves? If so, are you interested when they do? What 
about tutors? What about outside university? 
7.  Do you think your academic English has improved over the semester? How can 
you tell? 
8.  Do you ever feel frustrated at your level of English? If so, how do you deal with 
your frustration? 
9.  In the first oral presentations that we did, there seemed to me to be a level of 
frustration in the class. What do you think about that? 
10. What do you expect from a teacher? 
11. How would you describe a good student in your university class here? 
12. What do you think about students doing these things: (These sentences will be on 
cards) 
•  A student asks the teacher a lot of questions, which are relevant to the 
lesson, during class   342
•  A student challenges the teacher on a statement s/he makes in the course 
of the lesson 
•  A student tells the teacher that they prefer to work alone rather than in a 
group 
•  A student sees that other students in the group need help with their work 
and spontaneously gives them support / advice (probe if needed: should 
they have asked the teacher if it was ok to do that?) 
•  A student asks another student for help during class 
•  A student tries to stop another student from doing or saying something 
that would disrupt the class 
•  A student gives the teacher feedback on how the class is going 
      ** Which of these have you also observed in your prior education back home? 
13. Now I have a set of cards with some possible class activities.  Could you please 
let me know which of those have been used in your university classes? Once they 
have made their choice, ask: Which have you found the most useful to help you 
learn humanities subjects and why?  Is there anything missing / other activities 
that you found useful? Memorizing things? Debating topics in class? Moving 
around while I am learning? Seeing pictures? Copying someone who knows? 
Asking questions? Singing/chanting? Getting critical feedback? Getting feedback 
on where I am placed in the class? The teacher providing information by standing 
up and telling me? Reading? Using the Internet? Discussing with others outside 
class? Learning in a group? Learning one-to-one? Learning with a mentor? 
Learning by doing? 
      ** Which ones were also used in your prior education back home? 
14. I noticed that, in the first focus group we had, people seem to be given the 
opportunity to speak at length about something without getting interrupted. I 
remember that [Daniel] did try to interrupt at one stage, but [Matthew] told him 
to wait. What do you think about letting people speak at length or interrupting 
when it's getting long?  What do you think is best and why? 
15. If you were to fail an essay at university, how would this affect you?  
16. Is there anything you would like to add or to ask me? 
 
Interview Questions for University Coordinators / Tutors 
1.  What do you think are the major issues facing this group of Sudanese students? 
Why?  
2.  What do you notice about how members of the group engage in lectures and/or 
tutorials? (reframe this many times to get a lot of material – i.e. What do you 
think the Sudanese students expect from you? From the tutorials? Do these 
expectations seem to differ from those of other students? What do you expect 
from them?) 
3.  Do you think that members of the group should be treated in the same way as 
mainstream students? Why / why not? 
4.  If you think that they should receive support, who do you think should provide 
them with this support? What kind of support would it be? 
5.  What have you learned about their culture through teaching them? 
6.  Would you like to learn more about their culture? Why?   343
7.  Does anything surprise you about members of the group? Why? 
8.  Does anything frustrate you about members of the group? Why? 
9.  Have any specific misunderstandings arisen that you can recall? 
10. Have any of the Sudanese students failed an assignment? If so, how has this 
affected them? How have you known this? 
11. There are only men in this particular group, but have you noticed any gender 
differences with regards to orientation to learning in any other Sudanese groups? 
12. Is there anything you would like to add or to ask me? 
 
 
Interview Questions for TAFE Group 
1.  Which group are you from in South Sudan? (Dinka, Bari, Nuba etc) and how 
long have you been in Australia? 
2.  How many years of schooling have you done, both in Africa and Australia? How 
big were the classes? Did you have a lot of interaction with your teachers in class 
/ outside of class?  
3.  How long have you been studying in TAFE? What do you expect from your 
TAFE study? Do you study English anywhere else? If so, how is studying at 
TAFE and studying at this other place different? 
4.  Do you have specific objectives for learning English; for example, learning how 
to drive, learning English in order to do a specific job, learning how to talk to 
Australian friends? If so, what are they? 
5.  Do you have a job at the moment? 
6.  Do you think your level of English has improved since you started these classes? 
How can you tell? 
7.  Do you ever feel frustrated at your level of English? If so, how do you deal with 
your frustration? 
8.  If you were to fail an assessment at TAFE, how would this affect you? 
9.  What do you expect from a teacher? 
10. What do you think of students doing these things: (These sentences will be on 
cards) 
a.  A student asks the teacher a lot of questions, which are relevant to the 
lesson, during class 
b.  A student challenges the teacher on a statement s/he makes in the course 
of the lesson 
c.  A student tells the teacher that they prefer to work alone rather than in a 
group 
d.  A student sees that other students in the group need help with their work 
and spontaneously gives them support/ advice (probe if needed: should 
they have asked the teacher if it was OK to do that?) 
e.  A student asks another student for help during class 
f.  A student tries to stop another student from doing or saying something 
that would disrupt the class 
g.  A student gives the teacher feedback on how the class is going 
11. Now I have a set of cards with some possible class activities.  Could you please 
let me know which of these have been used in your TAFE classes? Once they 
have made their choice, ask: Which have you found the most useful to help you   344
learn and why?  Is there anything missing / other activities that you found useful?  
Memorizing things? Moving around while I am learning? Seeing pictures with 
reading material? Copying someone who knows? Asking questions? Singing / 
chanting? Learning by doing? Having conversations in English? Learning in a 
group? Learning one-to-one? Learning with a mentor who can speak Arabic? 
Listening to stories? Telling stories? The teacher providing the information by 
standing up and telling me?  
       ** Which ones were also used in your prior education back home? 
12. How did you learn to speak your first language / mother tongue? 
13. Does learning in a mixed class make a difference to your learning? Would you 
prefer to learn in a single sex class? 
14. Do you know all the South Sudanese people in your class? If so, did you meet 
them before you started this class, or do you only know them from the class? 
15. Do you find that people in Perth take an interest in who you are? Have people in 
Perth told you about themselves? Are you interested if they do? 
16. Do you feel a strong sense of community with Nuba / Bari / Dinka people? 
Would you call yourself South Sudanese? Do you now feel Australian? 
17. Is there anything you would like to add or to ask me? 
 
Interview Questions for TAFE Teachers 
1. What do you think are the major issues facing your South Sudanese students? 
Why? 
2. What do you notice about how members of the group engage in classes? 
3. What have you learned about their culture through teaching them? 
4. Would you like to learn more about their culture? Why? 
5. Does anything surprise you about members of the group? Why? 
6. Does anything frustrate you about members of the group? Why? 
7. Have any specific misunderstandings arisen that you can recall? 
8. Have any of the South Sudanese students failed an assignment? If so, how has this 
affected them? How have you known this? 
9. Have you noticed any problems arising amongst the South Sudanese because they 
are in a mixed class (i.e., men and women learning together)? 
10. Is there anything you would like to add or to ask me? 
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Appendix D
 
 
WORK SAMPLES 
 
Women’s Community Group 
 
 
 
 
 
This was part of a document used in the community group to facilitate general 
discussion on dental health. The worksheet given on the next page was prepared by 
the chief volunteer to teach the women new vocabulary and help them with their 
reading.   346
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University Group 
 
Sample from the English Support Unit – Writing an Essay 
 
Students were taught how to write an essay using this marking guide. 
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Sample from the English Support Unit – Sentence Correction 
 
These sentences were mistakes made by some of the students. In this exercise the 
students corrected these sentences in groups. 
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TAFE Group 
 
Sample from the Observed Preliteracy Class 
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Sample from the Certificate One Class  
 
This was a reading comprehension exercise and also gave the students practice in 
forming questions. 
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Sample from the Certificate Two Class  
 
The focus of this exercise was conversation practice. 
 
 
 